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U.S. HIGH SCHOOL COUNSELORS’ EXPERIENCES OF GATEKEEPING
WITH UNDERREPRESENTED STUDENTS IN THE INTERNATIONAL
BACCALAUREATE DIPLOMA PROGRAM
ABSTRACT
This study explored U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping in
their work with underrepresented high school students enrolled in International
Baccalaureate Diploma Programs (IB DPs). A transcendental phenomenological research
design was employed with a social constructivist theoretical framework for this study.
After conducting a pilot study (N = 5), a purposive, criterion-based sampling method was
used to target U.S. high school counselors in IB World Schools with DPs who work with
underrepresented students. Twenty-three school counselors (N = 23) participated in the
study through three means of data collection to triangulate data sources: semi-structured
individual interviews (n = 14), focus groups (n = 9), and document reviews of schoolbased documents regarding student criteria for consideration for DPs. Data analyses
revealed three themes that encompassed school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping in
their work with underrepresented students in IB DPs: (a) “Pulling” and “Pushing,” (b)
Biases about Belonging, and (c) Double Bind. Altogether, these themes provided a
greater understanding of the phenomenon of gatekeeping within the context of IB DPs in
school counselors’ work with underrepresented students and families and related
stakeholders. School counselors experienced various challenges associated with
gatekeeping, including enhancing access to DPs for underrepresented students and
families, navigating biases of student belonging and fit for DPs, and grappling with the
double bind of advocacy for students while constrained by systemic barriers. Additional
xvi

novel findings that expand the understanding of gatekeeping are discussed, along with
implications for school counseling practice and training, limitations, and
recommendations for future research.
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U.S. HIGH SCHOOL COUNSELORS’ EXPERIENCES OF GATEKEEPING WITH
UNDERREPRESENTED STUDENTS IN THE INTERNATIONAL
BACCALAUREATE DIPLOMA PROGRAM

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
This study explored U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of
gatekeeping in their work with high school students from underrepresented populations.
For the purpose of this study, underrepresented students included students of racial and
ethnic minority groups, students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and students
who are first in their families to attend college (i.e., first generation college students) in
the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programs (DP). The knowledge generated
from this inquiry was the first to explore and highlight the phenomenon of gatekeeping in
IB programs from the perspectives of school counselors, and the findings from this study
offered a new contribution to the field of school counseling research. Moreover, this
study aimed to elucidate the experiences involved in gatekeeping in IB DPs, which in
turn, will help to improve and advocate for equitable practices for all students in
academically rigorous courses. This study employed a transcendental phenomenological
qualitative research method to understand school counselors’ in-depth understandings
and experiences of the phenomenon of gatekeeping in IB DPs for underrepresented
students. Participants in this study were selected through purposeful criterion-based
sampling. The triangulation of data sources, which included semi-structured interviews,
focus groups, and document reviews, was used for data collection and analysis.
Chapter One includes an overview of the problem of study and a review of the
theoretical framework applicable to the proposed study. Next, this chapter includes the
statement of purpose, the primary research question under investigation, and the
2

significance of the study. The chapter also includes brief descriptions of the research
design and method, ethical considerations, and potential limitations of the study and then
concludes with definitions of key terminology used in this study.
Background and Context
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2019), the
number and diversity of underrepresented students have increased, and NCES projected
an increase in diverse students by 2024 in U.S. public schools. Considering the
significant expected growth of diverse students, it is imperative that school counselors
and other educators understand the inequities in the U.S. education system and respond in
ways to advocate for equitable access to rigorous educational experiences. From a
comprehensive perspective of access to quality education, underrepresented students
generally experience fewer educational resources and opportunities, depending on race
and ethnicity, income status, geographic location, and other systemic factors. Students of
color and students who attended high poverty middle and high schools (i.e., schools
where 75% or more of the students qualify for free and reduced lunch) often attend
schools with inexperienced teachers and limited advanced coursework options
(Duncombe, 2017; Handwerk et al., 2008; Ohrt et al., 2009). Students who attended
schools with high rates of low-income students and students of color as well as students
in urban school districts had less access to school counselors, who play critical roles in
academic planning and postsecondary development for all students through a
comprehensive school counseling program (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016).
Despite a marked rise in underrepresented student participation in college-level
coursework, such as Advanced Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB)
3

courses (Hanover Research, 2015), students from historically marginalized populations
often experienced limited access to information about entering into rigorous academic
opportunities (i.e., gatekeeping), and researchers reported these students to be generally
missing from participation in academically rigorous courses and programs (Theokas &
Saaris, 2013). The researchers described these missing students as those who were
underrepresented and underserved in AP and IB courses and would benefit from
advanced educational opportunities if they participated at the same rate as other students
(Theokas & Saaris, 2013). Researchers reported that school counselors and educators
often selected students for rigorous programs based on various and inconsistent objective
and subjective criteria, including (but not limited) local screening processes and
protocols, prior grades and achievement scores, personal recommendations, and even
biases (Callahan, 2003; Hertberg-Davis et al., 2006; May et al., 2013; Mebane, 2003;
Shaunessy-Dedrick et al., 2015).
Theokas and Saaris (2013) from the Education Trust, a U.S. non-profit
organization that promotes research and initiatives to close opportunity gaps for students
of color and low-income students, highlighted that more than half a million low-income
students and students of color are missing from AP and IB participation. These missing
students often included students of color, students from low socioeconomic backgrounds,
students with disabilities, and students from other historically marginalized communities
(Theokas & Saaris, 2013). In a survey by the U.S. Department of Education Office of
Civil Rights, only 27% Black and Latino students, two percent of English language
learners, and two percent of students with disabilities were represented in at least one AP
course (U.S. DoE Office of Civil Rights, 2014). Other researchers from the Education
4

Trust also found that among a nationally representative sample of schools, 50% of
schools had fewer than 22 students missing, which is equivalent to one classroom, while
in larger schools, hundreds of students were missing from rigorous coursework,
compared to more than 50% of their middle- and high-income peers enrolled in AP and
few, if any, of low-income students enrolled (Theokas & Saaris, 2013).
Moreover, as of 2010, approximately one in nine students who attended schools
with AP programs participated in the AP program (Theokas & Saaris, 2013). Of the
students who participated in AP and IB courses, Asian and middle- and high-income
students more likely participated, while Hispanic, American Indian, and Black students
and low-income students least likely participated (Theokas & Saaris, 2013). The NCES
(2016) reported data that were consistent with the findings from the Education Trust, as
the NCES reported racial/ethnic differences about the number of AP and IB credits
earned by students. For example, from a nationally representative sample of students,
when comparing racial and ethnic groups, Black and Hispanic students earned fewer AP
and IB credits and Asian students earned more credits in AP and IB credits (NCES,
2016). The Education Trust posited that if the total number of missing students from AP
programs (i.e., 614,445 students) and IB programs (i.e., 33,194 students) across U.S.
schools participated in these advanced academic programs, the gaps for Hispanic and
Black students would close completely and the participation gap for low-income students
would nearly close by 90% (Theokas & Saaris, 2013).
Some individuals connected a stigma of elitism for IB programs. Historically, the
International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) founded the IB program as an
internationally-based college preparatory curriculum for children whose families
5

frequently traveled internationally, such as children of diplomats (IBO, 2017a).
Consideration for and entry into IB programs has usually been considered to be highly
selective and attractive for mostly White, middle- and upper-income students as well as
students identified as gifted for competitive college admissions (Callahan, 2003; Hanover
Research, 2010; Hill, 2012; Mayer, 2008). Unfortunately, the perception of elitism of the
IB program does not seem to invite perceptions of diversity and equity, especially to
those students and families from historically marginalized backgrounds. Thus, this issue
of the perceived elitism of the IB program is an opportunity for further exploration to
contribute to the growing literature related to access and equity issues in the IB DPs.
The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Planning, Evaluation, and Policy
Development reported an increase in high school diploma recipients among adult U.S.
residents of color (U.S. Department of Education [DoE], 2016). However, when
considering the long-term impacts of access to academic rigor and quality education (or
lack thereof), the gaps in bachelor’s degree attainment doubled from nine to 20 percent
for Hispanic residents since 1974 and from six to 13 percent for Black residents since
1964 (U.S. DoE, 2016). Opportunity gaps in high school contributed to diminished social
mobility, or the ability to move to higher income levels across generations (U.S. DoE,
2016). Due to diminished social mobility, there were significant gaps in post-college
earnings and employment between those with only a high school diploma and those with
a bachelor’s degree, and with an increasing demand for a more skilled workforce, lacking
a high school diploma and quality education only further disadvantages adults without
college degrees (U.S. DoE, 2016).

6

Underrepresented students across U.S. high schools continue to experience
barriers in accessing rigorous educational opportunities. Such barriers include intangible
and systemic factors that shape the types of opportunities available or unavailable, such
as geographic location, income status, and race and ethnicity (Gagnon & Mattingly,
2016; Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Ndura et al., 2003). In addition, underrepresented students
often have less access to resources to support their access to and preparedness for rigor,
such as the availability of high-quality teachers, school counselors, and rigorous courses
and programs (R. Bryant, 2015; Cisneros et al., 2014). In the long run, the continued
disparities in access to quality educational experiences hinder underrepresented students’
social mobility and aspirations for postsecondary success in college and careers (Kolluri,
2018; Solorzano & Ornelas, 2004). Researchers have consistently found which groups of
students experience inequitable access to rigorous educational opportunities, which may
suggest the occurrence of gatekeeping. Despite understanding which groups of students
may possibly be gatekept from opportunities and the outcomes of gatekeeping, there is a
need for clearer understanding about why or how underrepresented students are gatekept.
Although existing literature identified and directed implications about high school
counselors as potential gatekeepers to rigor, as a result of their roles in academic
(Cholewa et al., 2015; May et al., 2013; McKillip & Rawls, 2008), we need greater
clarity about the processes of gatekeeping as well as school counselors’ role or
involvement in gatekeeping that ultimately impact underrepresented students in academic
rigor. Therefore, in this study, I sought to learn about high school counselors’ experiences
of gatekeeping for underrepresented students with a specific focus on IB DPs.

7

Statement of the Problem
Despite the continued rise of diverse student populations and needs in the United
States, researchers continue to report disparities in access and equity to rigorous
educational opportunities for underrepresented students. Such disparities contribute to the
achievement gap (i.e., the disparity of academic performance between groups of students;
Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008), the opportunity gap (i.e., the disproportionate access
experienced by underrepresented and represented student groups; Taliaferro & DeCuirGunby, 2008), and the excellence gap (i.e., the differences between subgroups of students
at high levels of academic achievement; Plucker, Burroughs, & Song, 2010). Research
indicates that underrepresented student populations are not only inadequately represented
in rigorous programs and coursework, but they are also underserved (Hanover Research,
2015; Kolluri, 2018; Walker & Pearsall, 2012). In particular, students of color and
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds were more likely to attend schools with
limited rigorous course offerings and less likely to be considered for and succeed in
academically rigorous programs, such as the IB DPs (Bryant, 2015; Callahan, 2003).
Although research consistently reported that student access to a rigorous curriculum and
program, like the IB DP, has a strong connection to college success outcomes and
increased social mobility (Adelman, 2006; Hanover Research, 2010; Mckillip & Rawls,
2008; Theokas & Saaris, 2013), limited access to rigorous curricula, programs, and
information to make informed decisions about enrolling in academic rigor impact not
only students’ lifetime trajectories but also the growth of the national and global
economy and society (College Board, 2014; U.S. DoE, 2016). The achievement,
opportunity, and excellence gaps will likely continue to widen with little response to
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close these disparities (Bemak & Chung, 2005; Kanno & Kangas, 2014; Klopfenstein,
2004; Page & Scott-Clayton, 2016).
One way to understand the contexts of and work toward closing the achievement,
opportunity, and excellence gaps is through the lens of gatekeeping, which research
showed as one of several factors (e.g., biases from stakeholders, students’ academic
preparedness, criteria for selection) that may impact equitable access to academic rigor
(Cross & Cross, 2017; Moore III et al., 2008; West-Olatunji et al., 2010; Whiting & Ford,
2009). To date, gatekeeping as a concept and process is not yet well-understood.
Positioned as supporters and advocates for all students, school counselors are also
gatekeepers to academic rigor (Bemak & Chung, 2005; Holcomb-Mccoy, 2010; Smith,
2011). Therefore, it is important to understand gatekeeping, how school counselors
intentionally or unintentionally implement gatekeeping, and the ways in which school
counselors acknowledge, understand, and perceive gatekeeping. Without an in-depth
understanding of the gatekeeping process school counselors employ, it would be
challenging to enact strategies and interventions to facilitate access and success for more
underrepresented students into IB DPs. Therefore, understanding U.S. high school
counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping for underrepresented students in IB DPs is
essential. In this study, I aimed to advance scholarly knowledge, contribute to school
counseling practice, and make a difference in the lives of underrepresented student
populations through increasing the knowledge base about the phenomenon of
gatekeeping. The findings from this study provide an opportunity to better understand
gatekeeping, which may lead to enhancing school counselors, counselor educators, and
researchers’ ability to identify and address gaps as well as employ best practices to
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advocate for underrepresented students’ increased access to academic rigor. Furthermore,
the results from this study may contribute to transforming the school counseling
profession and training to recognize how school counselors can serve as advocates so that
all students can equitably access rigorous education.
Theoretical Framework
A theoretical framework refers to the application of a theory that guides the
researcher in their research process to shed light on a phenomenon of interest (Imenda,
2014). A theoretical framework serves as the foundation for a study’s literature review,
methodology, and analysis, as well as structures and supports the flow and development
of a research study (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). In addition, Grant and Osanloo (2014)
argued, “Evidence across disciplines is clear that the explicit identification and inclusion
of a theoretical framework is a necessity of sound research” (p. 14). As Grant and
Osanloo (2014) further noted, researchers can use structured or less structured theoretical
frameworks to inform qualitative research designs to prevent “the researcher from forcing
preconceptions on the findings” (p. 16) and allow the framework to emerge during the
data analysis phase.
Much of our daily interactions and decisions are often based on every day social
processes that inform our personal and professional understandings of ourselves, others,
and our surroundings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Thus, I selected social constructivism as
the guiding theoretical framework for this study. Through a social constructivist lens,
researchers study the multiple realities of individuals’ experiences and suggest that “each
one’s way of making sense of the world is valid and worthy of respect as any other”
(Patton, 2002, p. 97). In social constructivism, there are multiple, subjective, and
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complex meanings and experiences, and such meanings are negotiated socially,
historically, and culturally via interactions with others (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The goal
of social constructivist research is to rely on the subjective experiences and perspectives
of the participants in the study and understand the complexities of how they make
meaning of the phenomena (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Social constructivist researchers desire to “seek understandings of the world in
which [we] live and work” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 24). In the fields of counseling and
education, Hays and Singh (2012) posited that the “voices of researchers and participants
are biased and seated in different cultural experiences and identities” (p. 41). Therefore,
to understand the phenomenon of gatekeeping, utilizing a social constructivist lens
honors the unique experiences of U.S. high school counselors and highlights how they
understand gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented students in IB DPs. In this
study, social constructivism as a theoretical framework is not only consistent with how
participants will elicit their experiences and how their narratives will be interpreted in
connection with gatekeeping, but this framework also contextualizes the researcher’s
positionality as related to the topic.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological qualitative research study
was to understand U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping for
underrepresented students in IB DPs. In this study, I explored understandings of
gatekeeping from the lens of high school counselors employed in IB World Schools with
IB DPs with a more global aim to inform practices and policies related to equitable
access to and success in academically rigorous opportunities for all students. The results
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of this study will help to understand how school counselors understand and experience
gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented students in IB DPs, potentially shed
light on inequitable practices, and promote a better insight into the implementation of
processes to support and advocate for underrepresented students in IB DPs, specifically
students of racial and ethnic minority groups, students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds, and first-generation college students.
Role of the Researcher
In transcendental phenomenology, Moustakas (1994) argued for an increased
focus on the experiences of participants and less on personal interpretations. By engaging
in epoche and the bracketing process through reflexive journaling, I described, explored,
and brought to awareness my preconceptions, biases, and assumptions about gatekeeping.
By doing so in an ongoing process throughout the research study, I was able to set aside
my assumptions to better focus on the lived experiences as described by the participants
regarding the phenomenon of gatekeeping. Further details about the role of the researcher
is described in the “Researcher as Instrument” section in Chapter Three.
Research Question
The guiding research question for this study is: What are U.S. high school
counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented
students in International Baccalaureate Diploma Programs (IB DPs)?
Significance of the Study
Considering that little literature focused on the concept and processes of
gatekeeping exists, this proposed study will be the first to explore this phenomenon from
the perspectives of school counselors within the context of IB DPs and will be an
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innovative contribution to the school counseling field and research. Although a few other
studies have presented a primary research focus on school counselors as gatekeepers
(Cicourel & Kitsuse, 1963; Rosenbaum et al., 1996; Yogev & Roditi, 1987), these studies
were well over several decades old. Further, the study by Yogev and Roditi (1987),
though useful and impactful, occurred in an Israeli context, which may not necessarily be
equivalent to U.S.-based school contexts. Other studies in the literature about IB
programs and general academic rigor mention the concept of gatekeeping as a finding or
implication (e.g., Cholewa et al., 2015; May et al., 2013; Mckillip & Rawls, 2008), but
lack a focus on gatekeeping within the context of the school counseling profession as the
primary purpose of study.
In addition to a gap in the literature about the phenomenon of gatekeeping in
school counseling, gatekeeping is one of many barriers that affects equitable access for
underrepresented students and families into rigorous courses and programs, further
contributing to the achievement, opportunity, and excellence gaps. Gatekeeping policies
and practices contribute to disproportionate tracking of students into rigorous or less
rigorous curricula (Cholewa et al., 2015). Further, researchers have noted that school
counselors play a significant role in supporting students’ access to information about
rigor, and school counselors have also been identified, and at times criticized, for their
tendencies to gatekeep, which further contributes to disparities in access (Bryan et al.,
2011). Even when school counselors may not intend to be gatekeepers, they may still
exhibit biases that directly and indirectly influence underrepresented students’ access to
rigor due to their role in academic planning (Francis, De Oliveira, & Dimmitt, 2018;
Smith, 2011). What is missing from the literature is a more in-depth understanding of
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school counselors’ roles as gatekeepers how their understandings of gatekeeping inform
their work with and advocacy for underrepresented students and families. Therefore,
understanding the potential biases involved in the practices and policies of gatekeeping
may help to enhance equitable access to rigorous courses and programs, like the IB DP.
Furthermore, although the terms, gatekeeper and gatekeeping, have been utilized
to describe the identities and practices of school counselors, the meanings of such terms
remain unclear. Researchers of conceptual and empirical works have utilized gatekeeping
in several ways without necessarily defining its meaning, resulting in conflicting
understandings of gatekeeping. Many researchers have used gatekeeping to characterize
school counselors as barriers to student access (e.g., Cholewa et al., 2015; Davis, Davis,
& Mobley, 2013; Lee & Ekstrom, 1987; Moore III et al., 2008), while others have
characterized gatekeeping as a form of advocacy (e.g., Baracy, 1996; Callahan, 2014;
Rosenbaum, 1996). Gatekeeping has also been discussed as systemic, based on biases
and power, or as standards for determining access (e.g., ASCA, 2018; Domina, Penner, &
Penner, 2017; Lance Rowland & Shircliffe, 2016; Moore III et al., 2008; Smith, 2011;
Swartz, 2009; Van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). Therefore, this study is also significant
because of its aim to focus on participants’ understanding of the phenomenon of
gatekeeping, which may help to clarify the meanings and contexts of gatekeeping based
on their experiences.
Altogether, the lack of research on gatekeeping and gatekeeping specific to IB
DPs coupled with a significant need to increase access to rigorous academic programs
illuminated the need for this proposed research study. The transcendental
phenomenological research tradition employed in this study provided a foundation for
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gathering data and themes to construct a clearer and deeper initial understanding of the
phenomenon of gatekeeping. The results from this study will help to inform practices and
policies related to equitable access to academically rigorous opportunities, promote
implementation of new processes to support and advocate for all students, and impact the
trajectories of students’ lives. The findings from this qualitative study will offer a
springboard for pursuing future qualitative and/or quantitative studies to better
understand, assess, and measure gatekeeping. Overall, the use of transcendental
phenomenological qualitative methodology along with the alignment to a social
constructivist theoretical framework supported the means by which this research study
was conducted to better understand gatekeeping processes for underrepresented student
access to IB DPs.
Research Design and Method
The researcher employed a transcendental phenomenological research design with
a theoretical framework of social constructivism for this study to understand U.S. high
school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the IB
DP. Prior to collecting data, the researcher began with a pilot study to test the procedures
of the study and clarity of the semi-structured interview questions from individual
interviews and focus groups. Then, the researcher used a purposive, criterion-based
sampling method to target U.S. high school counselors employed in IB DPs with
experiences working with underrepresented student populations. The researcher used a
demographics questionnaire as an initial screening tool to screen and invite eligible
participants to partake in the study. To triangulate data sources, the researcher conducted
individual semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews as well as document
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reviews of participant-submitted school-based documents. For data analysis, the
researcher employed the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method of analysis (Moustakas, 1994)
for individual and focus group interviews and summative content analysis for document
reviews.
Ethical Considerations
As a researcher, it is imperative to follow procedures to ethically conduct research
and protect participants in the study. I secured appropriate permissions to conduct the
study through the William & Mary Educational Institutional Review Board (EDIRC) and
to protect participants from harm, assess and explain any potential risks for harm, and
treat participants with dignity and respect (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Marshall & Rossman,
2016). I provided participants with information about the proposed study, participant
recruitment, and research methodology, which was submitted to and approved by
William & Mary’s Human Subjects Committee. I also sought consent from the
participants regarding audio recording (for the individual semi-structured interviews)
and/or video recording (for the focus group interviews).
Potential Limitations of the Study
There were potential limitations of research study that may have affected the
trustworthiness of research data. Such limitations included issues related to sampling,
research method, provision of incentives, and the researcher’s positionality. Although the
researcher used various methods to ensure trustworthiness of the data, it is also possible
that there are aspects of data collection, analysis, and reporting that potentially presented
limitations to the process and product of the study.
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Definitions of Terms
Underrepresented students include (but are not limited to) students of color, lowincome students, first-generation college students, females in STEM, racial and ethnic
minority groups, English language learners, students with disabilities, and those from
other historically marginalized populations (U.S. DoE Office for Civil Rights, 2014;
Patrick, Socol, & Morgan, 2020). For the purpose of this study, underrepresented
students will include students from diverse racial and ethnic minority groups, students
from lower socioeconomic statuses, and first-generation college students.
Underserved students have historically experienced barriers in accessing certain
resources, programs, and opportunities due to factors, including (but not limited to) race
or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and/or geographic location (Adelman, 2006; May et
al., 2013).
The achievement gap refers to the disparity of academic performance between
groups of students, and one contribution to this gap is the disproportionate participation
in academically rigorous coursework among underrepresented students (Taliaferro &
DeCuir-Gunby, 2008).
The opportunity gap refers to the disproportionality and division of access
experienced by underrepresented and represented student groups and equitable
representation in rigorous educational opportunities (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008).
The excellence gap refers to the differences between subgroups of students at high
levels of academic achievement (Plucker et al., 2010).
Academic rigor generally involves the quality and intensity of college preparatory
academic courses that prepare students for the intensity of what they will experience in
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college (Perna et al., 2015). Academic rigor can include specific program models, such as
gifted and talented programs at the elementary and middle school levels and Advanced
Placement (AP), early college high school, International Baccalaureate (IB), Honors, and
Dual Enrollment (DE) courses and programs at the high school level.
College-level coursework as “advanced curriculum that provides students with
postsecondary learning experiences while they are still in high school, allowing students
to earn college credit in some instances” (U.S. Department of Education, 2017, p. 1).
Common college preparatory programs include: Advanced Placement (AP), International
Baccalaureate (IB), and Dual Enrollment (DE).
International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) is the governing organization of
the IB programs and authorizes schools as IB World Schools. The IB program was
founded in 1968 in Geneva, Switzerland (IBO, 2017a). The IB program is recognized by
universities around the world, and its curriculum intends for students to retain ties to their
home culture while learning about various cultural perspectives (Conner, 2008; van Oord,
2007). There are currently 4,940 schools around the world that are authorized to provide
IB programs (IBO, 2019). Most IB World schools today are located in the Americas
region (58.3%), which includes the North, Central, and South Americas (IBO, 2019). In
the United States, there are currently 1,836 IB World schools that offer one or more IB
programs (IBO, 2019).
International Baccalaureate Program spans across the elementary, middle, and
high school grade levels, which include the Primary Years Program (PYP; i.e.,
Kindergarten through fifth grades), Middle Years Program (MYP; i.e., grades six through
10), and Diploma Program (DP; i.e., grades 11 and 12), respectively (IBO, 2015).
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International Baccalaureate Diploma Candidates are 11th or 12th grade students
who take the full curriculum of Diploma courses and complete the additional core
requirements of the full IB Diploma, which includes the extended essay, Theory of
Knowledge course, and Creativity, Activity, and Service (IBO, 2017b).
International Baccalaureate Course Candidates are 11th or 12th grade students
who take as many or few Diploma courses of their choosing and do not complete core
requirements of the full IB Diploma (Aldana et al., 2020).
Gatekeeping is the act of controlling or determining access to opportunities in
which the gatekeeper permits while simultaneously denying access to others (HolcombMccoy, 2007). Therefore, students who are gatekept are prevented from accessing
information about, entering rigorous academic opportunities.
Chapter Summary
In Chapter One, I shared the background and context of the phenomenon of
gatekeeping and provided a rationale for the qualitative study. Further, I included the
research question and briefly discussed the research design and method, defined key
terms relevant to the study, and ethical considerations and potential limitations of the
study. Next, in Chapter Two, I provide a review of the literature to provide more detailed
context about academic rigor, equity issues in the IB DP, and the connection between
gatekeeping and school counselors’ roles and practices.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative research study was to
understand U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping in their work
with underrepresented students in International Baccalaureate Diploma Programs (IB
DPs). Therefore, this chapter provides an overview of the literature to develop a rationale
for the study. This chapter begins with a general understanding of academic rigor, the
benefits of academic rigor for students, and related research about access to rigor. This
chapter continues with an introduction to the International Baccalaureate (IB) program
and recent research about equity issues within the program. The chapter further discusses
the role of school counselors and connect school counselors to IB programming, and then
moves forward into an in-depth review of gatekeeping.
Academic Rigor
Researchers and practitioners in the field of education have debated about the
definition of academic rigor. Some erroneous beliefs about rigor included: increased
quantity of assignments, readings, and homework as challenging or rigorous; provision of
supports to students as lessening the experience and quality of rigor; and success for all
students as lowering standards or lessening rigor (Williamson & Blackburn, 2005). On
the contrary, academic rigor generally involves the quality and intensity of college
preparatory academic courses that prepare students for the intensity of what they will
experience in college (Perna, 2005). Academic rigor is not only challenging curricula and
course options for all students but also specific program models, such as gifted and
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talented programs at the elementary and middle school levels as well as Advanced
Placement (AP), early college high school, International Baccalaureate (IB), Honors, and
Dual Enrollment (DE) courses and programs at the high school level.
Rigor is also evidence of a learning process and way of thinking that involves
depth and critical thinking, along with designing and teaching challenging lessons and
curricula, providing supports, and expecting all students to demonstrate learning at high
levels (Williamson & Blackburn, 2005). Moreover, college-level coursework is a form of
academic rigor, and in this study, academic rigor has been operationalized as collegelevel coursework, specifically the IB DP. The U.S. DoE (2017) defined college-level
coursework as “advanced curriculum that provides students with postsecondary learning
experiences while they are still in high school, allowing students to earn college credit in
some instances” (p. 1). College-level coursework at the high school level often includes
specific program models, such as AP, early college high school, IB, Honors, and DE
courses and programs at the high school level. Williamson and Blackburn (2005) also
argued that rigor is for all students, rather than being selective, and does not necessarily
stem from a specific program or model. Instead, rigor is infused into the general
education curriculum so that all students benefit from challenge, high expectations, and
quality.
Benefits of Academic Rigor
When students access rigorous coursework and academic supports prior to and
during high school, they are exposed to challenges that promote and strengthen their
academic development and postsecondary readiness. As a result, students experienced
several benefits, regardless of students’ racial and ethnic background or socioeconomic
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status. Researchers found that student access to a rigorous curriculum is connected to
college success outcomes (Adelman, 2006; McKillip & Rawls, 2008). For example,
middle school achievement and rigorous course-taking were strong predictors for positive
outcomes in advanced courses, as student academic placement in middle school directly
connected to tracking decisions in high school (Conger et al., 2009; Handwerk et al.,
2008; M. A. Martinez & Welton, 2014; Suldo et al., 2018). When students participated in
advanced coursework and exams, students were more likely to enroll in, perform well,
and graduate from college (Coca et al., 2012; Mattern et al., 2013). For example,
researchers found that higher level courses in high school (i.e., above Algebra II)
predicted positive pre-collegiate momentum (Adelman, 2006; Sciarra, 2010). Students
who participated in college preparatory programs were more likely to enroll in a fouryear institution within four years of graduating from high school, and this positive effect
was comparable for African American, Hispanic, and White students (Perna, 2005).
These students were also less likely to take fewer remedial courses in college and more
likely to persist in earning a degree (Warburton et al., 2001). Academically rigorous
courses and programs were not only perceived positively by college and university
admissions officers, but also earning college-level credits in high school prior to college
offers early preparation to college-level rigor and adds competitiveness to students’
college applications (Callahan, 2003; Clark et al., 2012). Students with college-level
credits from advanced courses can also reduce some of the financial burden of college
tuition by offering financial relief toward college tuition and increased academic
preparation for college academics (Evans, 2019). Moreover, students felt they benefited
from the challenging nature of advanced course offerings, which opened doors to
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increasingly rigorous courses in college, more elective course options, and increased selfconfidence and preparation for college (Callahan, 2003).
Students also reported social and emotional benefits of rigorous course
experiences, such as being around like-minded peers, feeling more respected by teachers,
and enjoying the overall classroom atmosphere (Foust et al., 2009; Hébert, 2018).
Students who were academically successful also reported feeling a stronger sense of
purpose, hope, and pride in their accomplishments (Tucker et al., 2010). Moreover,
academically successful students were better able to cope with stress, have greater selfconfidence, and have a stronger internal locus of control (Burley et al., 2009; Sciarra &
Whitson, 2007; Shaunessy-Dedrick et al., 2015). From a longitudinal perspective and
lens of human capital theory, Flowers (2008) found that participation in academically
rigorous high school courses contributed to long-term education and financial success for
all students, thus developing and gaining the information, values, skills, and knowledge
(i.e., human capital) to be successful as adults. The research overwhelmingly
demonstrated that when students access and succeed in rigorous educational
opportunities, they enhance their academic, social and emotional, and postsecondary
capacities for college and career readiness.
Predictors of Participation in Academic Rigor
Researchers found that the strongest predictor for postsecondary success is having
a rigorous course of study in high school (Adelman, 2006; Hargrove et al., 2008;
Warburton et al., 2001). When considering students who participated in rigorous high
school courses, specific factors contributed to and influenced underrepresented student
participation in rigor, specifically characteristics of individual students and their families
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(e.g., race/ethnicity, income) and the schools they attend (May et al., 2013). Sciarra
(2010) also found that student race, family income, student expectations, and parent
aspirations were powerful predictors for accessing a rigorous academic program,
particularly in math beyond Algebra II. Moreover, students who participated in gifted and
talented programs and magnet schools during their elementary and middle school
experiences were also more likely to seek and take rigorous courses in high school
(Hertberg-Davis et al., 2006; Hinojosa et al., 2009; May et al., 2013). Thus, students who
were not identified early on for academic rigor missed opportunities to develop readiness
and even be considered for rigorous opportunities later in high school and postsecondary
education.
On the other hand, when academic under-preparedness preceded underrepresented
students, this disadvantage posed setbacks that determined whether they will even be
considered for rigor. Researchers found that first-generation college students earned
lower scores on standardized tests, had lower levels of reading, math, and critical
thinking skills, and possessed limited study and time management skills (Engle, 2007;
Hallett & Venegas, 2011; May & Perna, 2011), all which lessen chances of being
considered and selected for rigorous courses. Underrepresented students also had less
access to qualified teachers for rigorous courses, impacting their academic preparedness,
particularly if they attended schools with high populations of low-income students and
students of color (Cisneros et al., 2014; Schaeffer et al., 2010). In addition, parental and
family knowledge and support were important sources of social capital (i.e., an asset
gained through social relationships that improves one’s outcomes) and predictors of
accessing and persisting in advanced courses (Bryan et al., 2018; Dockery, 2012;
24

Dockery & Mckelvey, 2013; Witenko et al., 2017). Studies showed that parents who
attended or graduated from college and were from higher income groups reported greater
familiarity with college and financial information, whereas parents from lower income
backgrounds may not have had the social capital to support their child’s postsecondary
aspirations (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011; HolcombMcCoy, 2010; Ndura, Robinson, & Ochs, 2003). Thus, researchers identified factors that
supported and denied access to rigorous educational opportunities.
Equity Issues of Academic Rigor
Issues of access and equity in education, particularly for students from
underrepresented groups, generally has been and continues to be a pressing concern.
Underrepresented students can include (but are not limited to) low-income students, firstgeneration college students, females in STEM, students from diverse racial and ethnic
minority groups, English language learners, students with disabilities, and others from
other historically marginalized populations (U.S. DoE Office of Civil Rights, 2014;
Holcomb-Mccoy, 2007; Patrick et al., 2020). Students who are underserved have
historically experienced barriers in accessing rigorous educational programs, resources,
and opportunities, which are connected to indicators, including (but not limited to) race
or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and/or geographic location (Adelman, 2006; Gagnon
& Mattingly, 2016; May et al., 2013).
Underrepresented high school students in the United States who are from
historically marginalized populations and backgrounds, specifically Black, Hispanic or
Latino, and American Indian students as well as low-income students, are
disproportionately and inadequately represented and underserved in academically
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rigorous programs and coursework (R. Bryant, 2015; Fann, 2004; Ndura et al., 2003;
Patrick et al., 2020). When considering access and equity to rigorous educational
opportunities for all students, there is a chronic problem of disparities in
underrepresented students’ preparation for, access to, and persistence in academic rigor
compared to their majority group peers, who are often White, from higher-income
households, and/or have at least one parent that attended college (Cataldi et al., 2018;
Engle, 2007; Redford et al., 2017). For instance, based on a national dataset, researchers
found that the addition of an AP course to a school actually increased the Black-White
course-taking gap, demonstrating an example of opportunity hoarding (i.e., increased
course opportunities intended to provide greater access to all students continues to benefit
those who already benefit from access to educational opportunities; Rodriguez &
Mcguire, 2019).
Patrick et al. (2020) found that students of color, specifically Black and Hispanic
students, can be successful when provided with the opportunity to take rigorous
coursework. However, underrepresented students reported feeling unsupported, and were
offered fewer opportunities to be considered for and generally less represented in
rigorous programs, even when in education settings with access to rigor (Patrick et al.,
2020). Sciarra (2010) also found that many students of color were not participating in
rigorous curricula to fulfill their aspirations for college and may have lacked the selfefficacy and accurate knowledge about requirements for college and career success. Even
when advanced courses were available, underrepresented students were less likely to
participate in rigor due to barriers, including lack of preparation, limited family support,
stigma from peers, and insufficient financial support (Akos, Lambie, Milsom, & Gilbert,
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2007; Hanover Research, 2015; Walker & Pearsall, 2012). Moreover, students with
disabilities and English language learners were misperceived as unable to pursue and
succeed in academic rigor and thus, directed toward vocational options (Akos et al.,
2007; Madaus, Grigal, & Hughes, 2014).
Opportunities for rigor is also based on contextual factors of schools, such as
course and program availability, even at the general education level for all students. The
Civil Rights Data Collection (CDRC), which collects information about education and
civil rights issues in U.S. public schools for use by the U.S. Department of Education’s
(DoE) Office for Civil Rights, reported data about college and career readiness highlights
in U.S. public high schools (U.S. DoE Office for Civil Rights, 2014). The included public
schools offered grades 10 or 11, served students for at least 50% of the school day, and
included school districts with more than one high school, totaling 25,030 high schools,
which represented approximately 99.6% of U.S. high school students (U.S. DoE Office
for Civil Rights, 2014). The U.S. DoE Office for Civil Rights (2014) found that over one
in ten U.S. public high schools did not offer Algebra I, a major gatekeeper course to
access upper level math (Atanda, 1999; Trusty & Niles, 2003), and only one in two U.S.
public high schools reported offering calculus. The report also found that schools serving
high populations of students of color were less likely to offer Algebra II and chemistry,
and students of color, students with disabilities, and English language learners lacked a
full range of math and science course options (U.S. DoE Office of Civil Rights, 2014).
Low-income, American Indian, and Black students were also more likely than higherincome and White students to attend smaller schools and schools without a full range of
AP courses (Theokas & Saaris, 2013), thus limiting course options. Other researchers
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also reported that students of color and first-generation college students were less likely
to enroll in or even begin their high school careers in rigorous courses due to the lack of a
full academic curricula in their schools (Adelman, 2006; Engle, 2007; Witenko et al.,
2017). When fundamental courses across subject areas are unavailable to students who
already have the least access, they may experience deficits and setbacks when
considering (or to even be considered for), preparing for, accessing, and succeeding in
academically rigorous coursework.
Further, geographic locations of schools also contributed to inequitable access to
academic rigor. Characteristics of schools that were less likely to offer college-level
coursework were smaller in size, served more students in poverty, located in urban areas,
and had low-graduation-rate (U.S. DoE, 2017). Students in rural districts also had lower
access, enrollment, and success rates in advanced courses, compared to students in
suburban and affluent districts (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2015; Handwerk et al., 2008).
School and student contexts also mattered. For example, far fewer high schools with high
proportions of Black and Hispanic students offered higher level math and science
courses, such as calculus, physics, or chemistry, compared to high schools with low
proportions of these students (U.S. DoE Office of Civil Rights, 2014). Further, Patrick et
al. (2020) reported that schools with higher enrollments of Black and Latino students had
fewer students of color in advanced courses. Another report by the U.S. DoE Office of
Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development (OPEPD; 2017) found that services, such
as academic support classes, peer and adult mentors, and tutoring, for at-risk student
participation in college-level coursework varied by school size, poverty level, school
locale, and graduation rate. When students were underprepared for or denied access to
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rigorous educational opportunities, they must overcome barriers to opportunities for
success in secondary and postsecondary levels. Ultimately, students cannot consider,
access, or participate in rigorous courses and programs that do not exist.
From a longitudinal perspective beyond secondary and postsecondary education,
researchers reported that a lack of a postsecondary education prevented individuals from
social mobility, or entering the middle and upper socioeconomic statuses (Theokas &
Saaris, 2013). As a result of achievement and opportunity gaps, there will be a substantial
drag on the U.S. economy, contributing to a “permanent national recession,” less
engagement in the democratic process, and increased physical and mental health issues
among less educated citizens (Theokas & Saaris, 2013, p. 1). Further, the U.S. DoE found
that disparities in education access (i.e., racial and economic isolation in schools and
neighborhoods, less access to advanced high school coursework, and counselors who
support students’ preparation to enroll in postsecondary education) affected achievement
and opportunity gaps (U.S. DoE, 2016). When students had limited supports and access
during their elementary and secondary education, their aspirations, access, and
participation in higher education declined, which made social mobility more difficult and
led to fewer family resources and educational opportunities across generations (U.S.
DoE, 2016). Thus, quality education can create cyclical and generational impacts. Access
to rigorous education has the potential to promote college and career aspirations,
readiness, and success, enhance social and economic mobility to be able to support
family needs, and in turn, impact childhood and educational experiences of the current
and next generation of family members.
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Selection Criteria for Academic Rigor
A national report by the U.S. DoE (2017) found that among schools that offered
college-level coursework, 73% offered rigorous courses school-wide, while 27% targeted
selected students to participate. Schools that utilized selection criteria for rigorous
courses were more likely to consider students with high academic performance, staff
referrals, and performance in particular grade levels (specifically, the 10th grade). Among
high schools that selected students for rigor, high-poverty high schools were more likely
to consider students performing below academic performance criteria, and urban and
suburban high schools considered students with discipline issues (U.S. DoE, 2017). The
report also found that some high schools did not allow students considered at-risk to take
rigorous coursework (11%), while other high schools (89%) had requirements for at-risk
students to demonstrate their readiness for college-level coursework, including
administrator or counselor approval and teacher recommendations (U.S. DoE, 2017).
Moreover, compared to smaller high schools, large high schools were more likely
to require teacher recommendations and parent permission prior to taking rigorous
courses (U.S. DoE, 2017). In addition, high-poverty high schools, schools in urban
locales, and schools with lower graduation rates more likely required at-risk students to
have administrator or counselor approval, a minimum GPA, satisfactory attendance,
and/or earned a minimum score on a standardized test or college placement exam prior to
participating in college-level courses (U.S. DoE, 2017). The U.S. DoE (2017) suggested
that schools with greater populations of at-risk, underrepresented students experienced
more barriers in accessing academic rigor and were less likely to participate in rigor.
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In addition, researchers reported an overreliance on teachers and school
counselors to recommend or make decisions about selecting students for academic rigor
(Kolluri, 2018; Patrick et al., 2020). For example, in an early study of school counselors
as gatekeepers in Israel, Yogev and Roditi (1987) found that students and families as well
as surrounding high schools seriously took school counselors’ guidance and
recommendations for academic tracking of students. The reliance on teachers and school
counselors as decision makers can result in the potential for explicit and implicit biases
about characteristics, such as race and gender, and qualities, such as academic
achievement, considered for admitting students into rigorous courses and programs
(Callahan, 2014; Francis et al., 2018; TNTP, 2018). For instance, Black and Latino
students continue to be underrepresented and denied access to advanced opportunities,
suggesting the influence of biases in decision making that affects these students (Ford &
Grantham, 2003). Further, considering that school counselors play a significant role in
academic planning and course selections, researchers studied their recommendations of
students for rigorous courses by reviewing random academic transcripts, and found that
school counselors exhibited racial and gender bias, specifically against Black female
students, when recommending for advanced high school STEM courses (Francis et al.,
2018).
Further, school counselors play a major role in the college planning process and
often write letters of recommendation for students who apply to colleges. When
researchers assessed teachers’ potential gender and racial biases in their letters of
recommendation for students, there were not gender and racial biases based on word
count, letter length, and use of descriptors or adjectives, though lengthier letters more
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likely resulted in student admission to the college and consideration for an honors
program and the types of adjectives used for students differed by gender and race (Akos
& Kretchmar, 2016). In particular, letters for female students more likely included
adjectives related to work ethic, whereas letters for male students included more
adjectives related to talents or abilities (Akos & Kretchmar, 2016). In letters for
underrepresented students, there were fewer adjectives related to work ethic when
compared to students from majority populations, and fewer adjectives about prior
accomplishments for male underrepresented students, though there was no difference for
female underrepresented students (Akos & Kretchmar, 2016). Akos and Kretchmar
(2016) suggested the potential presence of racial biases that may impact male students of
color more often than female students of color when recommended for college
admissions and programs. Therefore, since recommendations from school counselors,
teachers, and administrators have been selection criteria in some school contexts, this
may also suggest the presence of racial and gender biases for underrepresented students
when accessing academic rigor.
International Baccalaureate Program
The International Baccalaureate (IB) program is an internationally recognized and
rigorous academic program that promotes international mindedness by cultivating the
knowledge, attitudes, and skills in students to be moral, global citizens of the world. The
IB program was founded in 1968 in Geneva, Switzerland, and historically, its academic
program was designed as a pre-university curriculum to provide a consistent and
progressive program to students of diplomats, who frequently traveled internationally
with families (IBO, 2017a). The IB program consists of three program levels: Primary
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Years Program (PYP) for elementary-aged students, Middle Years Program (MYP) for
U.S. grade levels seven through 10, and Diploma Program (DP) for U.S. grade levels 11
and 12 (Hill, 2012). The mission of the IBO is:
to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring young people who help to create
a better and more peaceful world through intercultural understanding and respect.
To this end, the organization works with schools, governments and international
organizations to develop challenging programmes of international education and
rigorous assessment. These programmes encourage students across the world to
become active, compassionate and lifelong learners who understand that other
people, with their differences, can also be right (IBO, 2015).
The IB program is recognized by universities around the world, and its curriculum
intends for students to retain ties to their home culture while learning about various
cultural perspectives (Conner, 2008; Van Oord, 2007). There are currently 4,940 schools
around the world that are authorized to provide IB programs (IBO, 2019). Despite the
IBO’s start in Europe, most IB World schools today are located in the Americas region
(58.3%), which includes the North, Central, and South Americas (IBO, 2019). In the
United States, there are currently 1,836 IB World schools that offer one or more IB
programs (IBO, 2019), and a report showed that 60% of U.S. public schools that offer an
IB program are Title I schools, reflecting increased availability and access to IB’s
rigorous program (Gordon, VanderKamp, & Halic, 2015). As IB schools continue to
grow and expand, educators have the increasing responsibility to provide rigorous
curricula for all students that promote the IBO’s mission of international mindedness and
global learning.
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Equity Issues in IB Programs
Historically, IB programs have been negatively perceived as elitist (Callahan,
2003; Hill, 2012; Mayer, 2008). Typically, IB programs attracted students from mostly
White, middle- and upper-income, and gifted backgrounds. In 2004, the IBO revised its
strategic plan to increase equitable access to IB programming across the elementary and
secondary levels (i.e., PYP, MYP, and DP) with particular attention to increase
participation in IB by students from historically marginalized populations (IBO, 2004;
Mayer, 2008; Siskin & Weinstein, 2008). The IBO also aimed to respond to the
increasing and changing needs of diverse students by promoting IB programs as a means
of closing achievement and opportunity gaps. Specifically, in response to the need to
build an accessible school program, the IBO wrote, “Care must be taken with any
application process to ensure that students from groups who have been historically underrepresented do not feel disenfranchised” (IBO, 2009, p. 21). Therefore, IB for all became
a call for equity and diversity in IB programs and IB World Schools (Chae & Gray-Rice,
2019).
Research on IB programs have revealed improvements in increased educational
opportunities. For over the past two decades, there has been an increase in the number of
IB programs in rural areas, identified as Title I eligible (i.e., schools enrolling at least
40% of students from low-income families; U.S. DoE Office of Elementary and
Secondary Education [OESE], 2015) as well as IB programs that serve students who
qualify for free and reduced lunch and students of diverse ethnic backgrounds,
particularly Hispanic students (May & Perna, 2011). Researchers also found an increase
in the participation of low-income students in IB courses and programs, and these
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students not only reported enrolling in college but remaining in college for at least one
year (Caspary et al., 2015). There has also been an increase in IB U.S. public schools that
are Title I schools (approximately 60%), which serve students from low-income
backgrounds (Gordon et al., 2015).
Despite the expansion of IB programs in increasingly diverse school settings,
research continued to show gaps in access and success in the IB program, particularly for
low-income and Black and Hispanic students (Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Perna et al., 2015,
2011). The IBO reported economic factors as the greatest limitation that impacted
students’ access to IB programs (IBO, 2009). Caspary et al. (2015) also found that
compared to students from higher-income backgrounds, low-income students continued
to be underrepresented in IB courses and programs, achieved lower scores on IB
examinations, and exhibited lower two-year college retention rates. Students in IB
programs in urban school districts reported having and experiencing limited social capital
to navigate college experiences, including academic course selections and approaching
faculty for support (Coca et al., 2012).
On the other hand, researchers reported that IB programs were promising means
of potentially closing opportunity and achievement gaps for students of color and lowincome students. For instance, researchers found that detracking reform, such as an open
enrollment or open admissions into IB programs, could potentially improve access and
retention for students of color from low-income backgrounds (Burris et al., 2008). Lowincome students in IB courses and programs reported strong postsecondary outcomes,
such as academic preparation for, enrolling in, and persisting in selective four-year
institutions (Coca et al., 2012). In addition, low-income students in IB programs and
35

courses reported reaping the positive and meaningful benefits of their rigorous
experiences in IB, including high classroom engagement, increased likelihood to
participate in extracurricular activities, and exhibiting higher aspirations toward college
(Aldana & Mayer, 2017). Further, with increased access to IB DP in schools in urban
areas, students’ IB diploma attainment, academic achievement, graduation rates, and
college enrollment also increased (Mayer, 2008; Saavedra, 2014).
Selection Criteria for IB Programs
The IBO proposed that schools and educators consider various factors for
equitable enrollment and admission criteria for IB DPs (IBO, 2009, pp. 20-21):
(a) Implement an open admissions or open enrollment system for all students.
(b) Select students based on merit, on the basis of their suitability for the program
without consideration of their ability to pay.
(c) Be aware of costs and the potential impact of cost on student access to IB
programs.
(d) Use multiple sources of information about the student’s background to obtain a
holistic review of the applicant.
(e) Include broader ranges of students.
(f) Practice transparency, and clearly state the admission policy available to the
whole community.
(g) Offer multiple points of entry into and different pathways through the years
leading up to the DP to increase access.
(h) Consider intangible factors, such as motivation, self-discipline, and perseverance,
which also contribute to success in the DP.
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(i) Employ writing tasks or interviews to determine students’ attitudes, abilities, and
strengths.
(j) Educate the entire school community about the IB philosophy as well as its
benefits and demands so that students and families can make informed decisions
about participating in the DP.
(k) Make readily available and wide distribute materials and information relevant to
admission into the DP, and also include applications and instructions in multiple
languages used by the community.
(l) In cases of student transfers, make every effort to ease the smooth transition into
and out of DPs, and include transparent communications with schools, students,
and families.
Thus, the IBO communicated and operationalized its mission for IB for all and
emphasized the need to develop and implement accessible and equitable programs across
all IB World School contexts.
In reviewing literature specific to IB programs and selection criteria, there were
inconsistencies with the IBO’s proposals for equitable enrollment and admissions
processes. Selection biases existed when examining the reported criteria from IB DP
coordinators (May et al., 2013). Perna et al. (2015) found that criteria for admission into
IB DPs in the state of Florida were primarily based on students’ GPAs and test scores in
which 26% of programs reported enforcing without exceptions and 50% of programs
somewhat or not strictly enforce the criteria. Other criteria for consideration for IB DPs
included parent signatures, prior coursework history in advanced or honors courses,
writing samples, letters of recommendations, teacher or advocate inputs, and interviews
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(Perna et al., 2015). Decisions were also left to the discretion of the IB coordinators,
which presented subjective biases as well as inclusive and exclusive practices. For
example, some IB DP coordinators communicated that decisions were likely to not be
based on decisions of race and income, and they were more likely to find reasons to
include than exclude and make exceptions to the rules (Perna et al., 2015). On the other
hand, other IB DP coordinators communicated a sense of exclusivity and elitism, utilized
lotteries, and probationary admissions. To remain in the IB DP, IB coordinators reported
that decisions were based on students’ maintenance of a minimum GPA, discipline and
attendance records, IB completion requirements, and fulfillment of honor codes (Perna et
al., 2015). Others reported having no policy for removal from the IB DP, yet made it
difficult for students to drop the program and offered remediation opportunities instead
(Perna et al., 2015). Additional research found that acceptance into IB DPs were based on
locally determined screening processes, either at the school or district levels, or were
determined by school counselors who screened the students (Callahan, 2003; HertbergDavis et al., 2006; Perna et al., 2015), which further suggested inclusion of biases when
selecting students for IB programs.
Predictors of Participation in IB Programs
The IBO communicated the following regarding participation in IB programs:
While selection based on merit is more economically equitable than selection
based on an ability to pay, the IB believes that the Diploma Programme is not for
an academic elite and that all students who can benefit and succeed should be
encouraged to take part. Success in the Diploma Programme is best measured by
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the value added in individual student development and not by the diploma score
(IBO, 2009, p. 21).
Although participation in IB programs aims to be equitable, as communicated by the
IBO, researchers have reported that certain factors and predictors connected to inequities
in IB participation.
Among IB students in Florida, May et al. (2013) found that the strongest
predictors of IB participation were individual student academic performance and coursetaking indicators (i.e., GPA, prior test scores in math and reading, early Algebra I
participation, and advanced coursework participation in ninth and tenth grades). This is
consistent with existing research in which early rigor in middle school, particularly in
math—a main gatekeeper course to high school graduation and college persistence and
completion— and foreign language courses, connected to academic trajectories that
enabled students to pursue higher levels in mathematics and foreign language and
ultimately, college preparatory courses (Akos et al., 2007; R. Bryant, 2015; Conger et al.,
2009). However, researchers noted that when looking at predictors of IB participation,
logistical regression alone was insufficient to account for school or student selection
issues since key factors in the selection process remained unmeasured and uncontrolled
(May et al., 2013). “Schools choose to offer these programs, schools have processes and
practices that enable and/or restrict student participation, and students within these
schools choose to participate in available programs” (May et al., 2013, p. 17). Such
sorting processes potentially contribute to categorizations of multiple dimensions of
human variation into unequal groups (Domina, Penner, & Penner, 2017), furthering
educational inequities and disparities.
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The Roles of School Counselors
School counselors focus on promoting students’ academic, social and emotional,
and postsecondary development through the implementation of a comprehensive school
counseling program. The ASCA National Model is a recommended framework for school
counselors to develop, deliver, and implement comprehensive school counseling
programs that are data-driven and focused on student develop. The ASCA National
Model is comprised of four components: Define, Manage, Deliver, and Assess (ASCA,
2019). School counselors build and implement programs with a focus on a strong mission
and vision for the counseling program, assessments and tools to manage the daily and
long-term activities of the counseling program, direct and indirect delivery of services for
students, and use of data and evidence-based practices to demonstrate increased
achievement and improvement in school culture, respectively (ASCA, 2019). School
counselors also serve as leaders, advocates, and collaborators to impact systemic changes
in school communities (ASCA, 2019).
School counselors play a critical role in developing comprehensive school
counseling programs and delivering direct and indirect services that impact students’
access to educational opportunities (ASCA, 2019). In addition, school counselors
promote K-12 students’ academic, social and emotional, and postsecondary development,
addressing the growing diversity of students, and plan interventions and implement
services to work toward closing the achievement gap (ASCA, 2019). ASCA school
counselors to advocate for equity for all students through comprehensive school
counseling programs, including helping students and families understand the benefits of
academic rigor and advocate for academic rigor for all students (ASCA, 2018). School
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counselors also engage in school-family-community partnerships to collaborate with,
inform, and engage students, parents and guardians, and other stakeholders about the
importance of academic rigor so that they can make more informed decisions about
students’ academic experiences and postsecondary futures (Holcomb-Mccoy, 2010; Ohrt
et al., 2009). As leaders, advocates, and collaborators, school counselors have the
potential and capacity to identify and address underrepresented high school students’
gaps in equitable access to and persistence in rigorous academic coursework.
Historical Development of School Counseling
The historical development of the school counseling profession can be broadly
categorized: (a) late 19th and early 20th century, which marked the beginnings of the
school counseling profession; (b) early 1900s, which marked the recognition of the
school counseling as a profession; (c) mid-1900s, which marked the growth of school
counseling; (d) late 1900s to 2000s, which marked the age of accountability and recent,
present day events.
In the late 19th and early 20th century, the combination of factors, including the
start of the U.S. Industrial Revolution, influx of immigration, and increasing
urbanization, necessitated the vocational guidance movement (Erford, 2019). Frank
Parsons, known as the father of vocational guidance, was inspired by the current social,
political, and economic trends of the United States and emphasized the need for
supporting individuals find appropriate vocations to accommodate the changing times
(Erford, 2019). Parsons formed the Vocations Bureau in Boston, Massachusetts, and
later, his book, Choosing a Vocation, was posthumously published in 1900 (Erford,
2019). His book provided a training manual for vocational guidance through a method
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called the trait and factor approach: individuals understood their strengths, weaknesses,
and interests, gained an awareness of the jobs needed and available in the industry, and
found a vocational match (Erford, 2019). Erford (2019) argued that the beginnings of the
school counseling profession reflect the current trends of today, where the profession is a
clear response to the changing needs of the times and also influence educational reform.
The early 1900s marked the recognition of the school counseling profession and
its roles. With the growing development of student personnel, psychiatry, mental health,
and social work professions, vocational guidance became more personalized, educative,
and accommodating of students’ needs (Erford, 2019). New York also became the first
state to require certified and hired full-time vocational guidance counselors. During this
era, World War I and II also prompted the need for use of data and vocational
assessments to appropriately match young men for military needs, and after their return,
further vocational guidance was needed to place them into jobs. In the 1940s, Carl
Rogers’ person-centered approach moved vocational guidance to a more one-on-one
remedial approach.
In the mid-1900s, this marked the growth of the school counseling field. The
American School Counselor Association was founded in 1952, and the first professional
journal, School Counselor, was also founded in 1953 (Erford, 2019). The 1950s also
marked the development of the comprehensive high school, which promoted designing
high schools to educate all general citizens with highly academic subjects under the same
roof (Conant, 1959). Conant (1959) argued for a need to be flexible and informed in
regard to testing and tracking students, and gatekeeping could serve as a positive means
of helping students find their goals. Conant (1959) found school counselors as
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meaningful sources to guide students throughout high school. The mid-1900s also was
the time of the Cold War and Space Race, and school counselors were increasingly hired
to recruit students for science and math education. Next, in the mid-1960s to 1970s, the
Civil Rights Movement prompted the Elementary Secondary Act (ESA) and Title VI
legislations, which mandated that all students deserve an equal quality education. School
counselors also played important roles during racial integration in schools by providing
group interventions and classroom lessons to ease racial tensions and increase tolerance.
In the latter 1900s, the need for accountability was significant. In 1983, the Nation
at Risk report demonstrated gaps in student achievement and college and career readiness
and recommended using standardized testing measures and other accountability
procedures to track and measure student achievement outcomes (Brigman, Villares, &
Webb, 2018). The 1980s and 1990s marked a period in which school counseling
programs were moving toward developmental counseling programs and provision of
interventions based on empirical support and professional standards (Brigman et al.,
2018). In 1995, the Educational Trust developed a program to transform the school
counseling profession to address issues of equity, and in 1997, ASCA published the first
version of the ASCA Student Standards, which were student learning outcomes as a
result of school counselors’ work and interventions (Erford, 2019). In 2001, the No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) legislation increased the need for school counselors to promote
college and career readiness and student achievement through measurable outcomes
(Brigman et al., 2018). Soon, ASCA published the ASCA National Model in 2003 with
revisions published later in 2005 and 2012 (Erford, 2019). The adoption of Common
Core in 2010 also emphasized the role of school counselors as gatekeepers to college and
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career readiness information (Erford, 2019). Presently, under the Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA) legislation, school counselors can use data to identify issues at the school
level and then use evidence to address them (EducationTrust, 2018). The school
counseling field continues to move toward the use of evidence-based, data-driven, and
culturally responsive practices to address, support, and improve student outcomes
through the accountability measures.
Professional Identities of School Counselors
School counselors are certified and licensed professionals, and promote students’
academic, social and emotional, and postsecondary development across elementary,
middle, and high school grade levels (ASCA, 2019). Appropriate and important duties of
school counselors include academic planning, conducting core curriculum lessons, shortterm counseling, collaborating with teachers, families, administrators, and community
members to support student success, advocating for students’ needs, and using data to
identify student needs and measure changes in student outcomes as a result of
implemented programs and initiatives (ASCA, 2012). However, when school counselors
experience role confusion and ambiguity, they are often assigned non-counseling duties
that may take them away from addressing critical needs of students and other important
school counseling-related tasks (Astramovich et al., 2013). Researchers have also
reported that school counseling responsibilities depended on school contexts. For
instance, school counselors in rural areas reported have more counseling and noncounseling duties than urban school counselors, and elementary school counselors
reported having fewer non-counseling duties compared to middle and high school
counselors (Chandler et al., 2018). With the support of the ASCA National Model, school
44

counselors are encouraged and empowered to structure and guide their school counseling
program development and planning (ASCA, 2019). Moreover, ASCA also published a
position statement, proposing school counselors play an important role in providing
equitable access to rigorous education for all students (ASCA, 2018).
ASCA also promotes school counselors as advocates for all students, especially
those from historically marginalized populations (ASCA, 2018; Gilfillan, 2018).
Researchers have reported school counselors as advocates for various student groups,
including (but not limited to) undocumented students, LGBTQ youth, English language
learners, and dropout prevention and credit recovery (Abreu et al., 2017; Cook, 2015;
Tromski-Klingshirn & Miura, 2017; Walley & Knight, 2018). Within the context of this
proposed study, school counselors have an important role in promoting equity and access
to rigorous educational opportunities for all students (ASCA, 2018). According to
ASCA’s (2018) position statement, school counselors must understand the barriers faced
by underrepresented students in accessing rigorous curricula and higher-level classes.
Further, school counselors develop and implement comprehensive school counseling
programs that promote equity and access for all students as well as work toward closing
achieving and opportunity gaps.
Further, although access to school counselors can support students’ development
and access to postsecondary opportunities, over one and a half million high school
students attended schools with law enforcement officers and no school counselors (U.S.
DoE, 2016). In schools without a dedicated school counselor, especially in schools with
higher populations of low-income students and students of color, students cannot
equitably access information and support about rigorous courses and postsecondary
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opportunities (Perna et al., 2015). When underrepresented students have less access to
school counselors, who help to prepare students for postsecondary opportunities, these
students fall behind the rest of their peers and the achievement, opportunity, and
excellence gaps continue to widen. School counselors have an important role in course
selections and academic pathways for students through appraisal and advisement (ASCA,
2019) that can sustain barriers or potentially reverse institutional barriers and challenge
deficit-based thinking (P. Davis et al., 2013; McKillip & Rawls, 2008).
Addressing issues of access and equity are also ethical responsibilities of school
counselors. The ASCA ethical standards articulated an imperative for school counselors
to promote equitable educational access for all students, which includes academic rigor
and data-driven comprehensive school counseling programs (ASCA, 2016, 2018). The
ASCA ethical standards also emphasized school counselors’ responsibility to advocate
for underserved students, who deserve equitable access to high quality, rigorous
education opportunities and college and career counseling services that are free from
discriminatory and biased practices (ASCA, 2016). School counselors hold key positions
in addressing inequalities and inequities that often hinder underrepresented students’
preparation for and entry into postsecondary opportunities (McKillip & Rawls, 2008).
McKillip and Rawls (2008) also suggested focused initiatives and school counselorstudent interactions in social, school, familial, and student contexts as a means of
promoting students’ access to rigorous opportunities and ultimately, college and career
readiness.
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School Counseling and IB Programs
Although school counselors develop plans and address the over- and
underrepresentation of student groups in rigorous academic programs to advocate for
underrepresented students (ASCA, 2018; Holcomb-Mccoy, 2007), little is known,
however, about school counselors in IB schools. In one study, Perna et al. (2015) reported
that 57% of IB DPs in Florida had at least one IB counselor, and counselors were less
common at Title I schools (Perna et al., 2011, 2015). Moreover, other researchers found
promising findings that school counselors play critical roles as a part of a school wide
academic support system, including supports for struggling students in IB DPs, such as
tutoring, mentoring, and Saturday School programs (Gerry & Corcoran, 2011; Suldo et
al., 2018). School counselors can also actively remove barriers to accessing IB DPs, build
schoolwide involvement, and expand access for all students (Siskin et al., 2010). Caspary
et al. (2015) also found that school counselors are critical in increasing low-income
student participation, enrolling in the DP, and making it difficult to drop out of the DP. In
a conceptual article, authors recommended ways in which school counselors can align
their school counseling programming with the ASCA National Model to promote an
equitable, “IB for All” approach to facilitate increased access to the IB program as well
as highlighted the role of a high school counseling program that promoted such a schoolwide culture for diverse students and families (Chae & Gray-Rice, 2019).
Further, the IBO mentions very little about the roles of school counselors. The
IBO offered limited guidance about what school counselors’ roles should be and how
they should facilitate their roles in IB schools, though they have alluded to the
importance of guidance and counsel in IB programs. According to the IB Program
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Standards and Practices, IB schools across the continuum are to have “systems in place to
guide and counsel students through the programme(s)” (IBO, 2014, p. 2) and for DP
programs, in particular, IB schools are expected to provide “guidance to students on
postsecondary educational options” (IBO, 2014, p. 23). Informally, however, the IBO
presented conference sessions that included school counselors as important supports in IB
schools. Such presentations included: IB Coordinators and Counselors Together
(Machczynski et al., 2015), Counseling IB Students (Hanna et al., 2013), and the
Growing DP Participation webinar series (Weiss et al., 2018). In addition, training
manuals and materials from IB Counselling workshops primarily focused on school
counselors’ roles in understanding the philosophy of the IB program, awarding the IB
Diploma, and academic planning with special attention to improving diversity and equity
outcomes in IB programming (IBO, 2018).
Gatekeeping
Gatekeeping is the act of controlling or determining access to opportunities in
which the gatekeeper permits while simultaneously denies access to others. Gatekeeping
has theoretical foundations that inform current understandings of school counselors as
potential gatekeepers. In addition, gatekeeping involves biases, which affect the
experiences and outcomes of those gatekept from information, resources, and
opportunities.
Relevant Theories Connected to Gatekeeping
The theories that guide this proposed research study about school counselors’
conceptualizations of the gatekeeping process for underrepresented students in IB DPs
include: (a) gatekeeping theory, (b) social capital theory, and (c) the theory of categorical
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inequalities. Gatekeeping originated from Lewin’s (1947) gatekeeping theory, which
referred to the control of information, as if passing through a gate guarded by gatekeepers
that decide who or what to let through or keep out. Gatekeeping becomes a process of
examining problems through subjective and cultural lenses and exercise from a position
of power compared to individuals on the other side of the gate (DeIuliis, 2015).
Gatekeeping has roots in discriminatory and biased practices, as it is the act of controlling
or determining access to opportunities, resources, and capital in which the gatekeeper
permits while simultaneously denying access to others (Bryan et al., 2018; DeIuliis,
2015). The gatekeeping process further contributes to inequalities, also aligning with the
theory of categorical inequalities (Tilly, 2003).
Gatekeeping Theory
Gatekeeping theory is as an interrelated phenomenon of individuals and groups
and referred to the control of information, as if passing through a gate guarded by
gatekeepers that decide who or what to let through or keep out (DeIuliis, 2015).
Gatekeeping is a process of examining objective problems through subjective and
cultural lenses and exercising a power differential in relation to those on the other side of
the gate (DeIuliis, 2015). In 1947, gatekeeping theory stemmed from the research of Kurt
Lewin, a social psychologist, also known as the father of gatekeeping theory (DeIuliis,
2015; Lewin, 1947). As a social psychologist, Lewin conceptualized the life space as a
social world of relationships between and among individuals and groups of people, their
environments, and macro-level systems, such as political, economic, and legal processes,
which informed and determineed behaviors (DeIuliis, 2015). Lewin was influenced by
Gestalt psychology, Husserlian phenomenology, Freudian psychoanalysis, and Cassirer’s
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philosophy of symbolic forms (DeIuliis, 2015). Together, these philosophical influences
helped Lewin to conceptualize his understanding of the world as a series of
interrelationships and social processes between individuals and teams as well as teams
and whole cultural contexts (DeIuliis, 2015).
Lewin published his work on gatekeeping theory in 1947 and posthumously
published in 1951. Initially, Lewin asserted that gatekeeping was:
a way to examine how objective problems, such as the movement of goods and
people, are affected by subjective states and cultural values… shift[ing] his focus
to the social channels that connect individuals to social fields, and the ways to
make change at the level of not only a work team, but also society as a whole
(DeIuliis, 2015, p. 7).
Lewin argued that to make a community-wide or systemic change, individuals needed to
identify the most influential members in key positions to facilitate change and enact the
desired behaviors. Gatekeeping theory included the following terms (also further
described in Table 1): (a) channel, (b) section, (c) force, and (d) gate (Lewin, 1947).
People or things enter the channels and often face some level of obstacles, and while in
the channel, various decisions are made at sections of the channel. Such decisions are
influenced by a variety of social factors, situations, and forces, and ultimately, the final
decision either allows the person or thing to enter or not to enter. The gatekeepers, then,
are the decision makers who govern what or who to let in or keep out of the channel.
Lewin (1947) wrote, “Understanding the functioning of the gate becomes equivalent then
to understanding the factors which determine the decisions of the gatekeepers and
changing the social process means influencing or replacing the gatekeeper” (p. 145).
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Thus, the gatekeepers are not making decisions alone, but rather, they are directly and
indirectly influenced by multiple and changing social processes and the power of making
decisions as gatekeepers has the potential to make impacts from small to large scales.
Table 1
Gatekeeping Theory Terminology and Descriptions (DeIuliis, 2015; Lewin, 1947)
Gatekeeping Theory
Terminology

Descriptions

(a) Channel

Determines what obstacles an item will face from
discovery to use, and which items will enter
the channels.

(b) Section

The points at which decisions are made in the
channel about the item of entry.

(c) Force

Guide the decisions in each section of the channel,
and such forces occur at the individual,
group, and community levels.

(d) Gate

The point at which this force change direction, from
keeping something in the channel to keeping
something out of the channel.

Lewin (1947) also utilized the concepts of gatekeeping and gatekeepers in the
context of university admissions, where a strict admissions policy may set up forces
against admitting weak candidates but may likewise help those who are admitted to be
successful. As another example, Lewin (1947) described gatekeeping and gatekeepers in
the context of discrimination, where executives and board members in organized
institutions, such as school systems and factories, were in positions to decide whether
someone is kept in or out as well as promoted. Lewin (1947) urged that gatekeeping and
the position of being a gatekeeper is not a static process, but rather, gatekeeping
processes and decisions as well as the perceptions of gatekeepers have the potential to
change, especially with influences from group interactions and social actions.
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When applied to the field of education, gatekeeping is the act of controlling or
determining access to educational opportunities in which the gatekeeper permits while
simultaneously denying access to others (Lee & Ekstrom, 1987; Moore III et al., 2008).
Domina, Penner, and Penner (2017) argued that schools explicitly positioned themselves
as gatekeepers by intentionally selecting, sorting, and placing students into social roles
and categories that privileged dominant groups while continuing to marginalize and
exclude underrepresented students. Gatekeeping reinforces a social hierarchy by
restricting access to valuable opportunities, beginning with academic rigor at the
elementary and secondary levels to later high-status occupations in students’ futures
(Domina et al., 2017). Gatekeeping practices that reinforce how education is formalized
and practiced demonstrates “how education could be used as an instrument of social
control… people can be just as easily enslaved by not having free access to education as
they can by an education designed for enslavement” (Spring, 1989, pp. x-xi). Thus,
gatekeeping may contradict advocacy, which is key to the provision and practice of
access and equitable education for all students, especially by school counselors.
Social Capital Theory
Social capital theory explains how the existence and use of relationships and ties
to others increase access to resources and opportunities and facilitate actions (Coleman,
1988; Kao, 2004). Social capital theory also describes how individual connections to a
social environment, which can includes families, peers, and school staff, relate to
individual behavior (Purswell et al., 2008). Social capital is an important asset because it
allows for access to information that might not otherwise be available through their own
means, and has the potential to improve the outcomes for individuals (Bryan et al., 2018;
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Purswell et al., 2008). Coleman (1988) described three forms of social capital: (a)
obligations, expectations, and trustworthiness of structures; (b) information channels; and
(c) social norms. First, as a result of having relationships with others, there are set of
obligations, expectations, and level of trustworthiness required to maintain the access to
the resource and exchange of information. Second, information facilitates action. By
possessing information via relationships with others, individuals have the potential to
change their outcomes. Third, following social norms and behaviors lead to rewards for
positive behavior and consequences for negative behavior.
In the field of education, social capital refers to a student’s access to knowledge
and resources about general and postsecondary education, which are relayed through
relationships that comprise a student’s social network (Cholewa et al., 2015; Kao, 2004).
The network can consist of various influential people in a student’s life, including (but
not limited to) family, school counselors, teachers, and friends, who transmit varying
levels and amounts of college information to students. In the context of access and equity
to academic rigor, students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds and students whose
parents have earned a college education may have more social capital than students from
lower income backgrounds and whose parents did not attend college (Bryan et al., 2018).
When underrepresented students lack or have limited access to college information and
ability to navigate the postsecondary educational system, they have lower levels of social
capital compared to their majority group peers (McKillip & Rawls, 2008). School
counselors are sources of social capital and can significantly impact students and families
from historically marginalized populations (Bryan et al., 2011, 2018). Further, social
capital theory also aligns with Lewin’s (1947) gatekeeping theory, as gatekeepers often
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possess social capital. In such positions of power, school counselors and other educators,
as gatekeepers, have the power to utilize their relationships and work with students and
families to open gates to access information channels and social norms that can introduce
resources and opportunities for development and advancement.
Theory of Categorical Inequalities
The sociological perspective of categorical inequality stems from Charles Tilly’s
(1998), Durable Inequality. The theory of categorical inequalities offered a way to
understand patterns of inclusion and exclusion (Light, 2011). Categories matter because
they are means of organizing routines, social life, group norms, and cultural practices,
including ones that are discriminatory, exploitative, and prejudiced (Light, 2011; Tilly,
2003). Also, “categories always produce difference, but they do not necessarily produce
inequality” (Tilly, 2003, p. 34). Tilly claimed that categorical forms of inequality can
potentially solve common organizational problems, but this model sorts unequally
endowed individuals into unequal positions, thus producing durable inequalities (Tilly,
2003). Tilly (2003) wrote:
The categories that matter most for durable inequality, however, involve both
mutual awareness and connectedness: we know who they are, they know who we
are, on each side of that line people interact with each other, and across the line
we interact with them—but differently.
Categories create boundaries that can be negotiated and reflect interpersonal connections
and networks (Tilly, 2003).
Tilly (2003) argued that categories emerge and change due to four processes: (a)
encounter, or when previously unconnected populations connected with new populations,
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resulting of labeling the new and old; (b) imposition, or a result of more powerful
individuals or groups imposing categories upon others that did not previously apply; (c)
negotiation, or the interaction of individuals or groups to negotiate boundaries,
understandings, and conduct; and (d) transfer, or when people transfer boundaries to
structure boundaries and categories of inequality. For durable inequalities to occur,
categories must be “repeated transactions across the boundary [that] both (a) regularly
yield net advantages to those on one side and (b) reproduce the boundary” (Tilly, 2003, p.
24). When one set of members control a value-producing source of limited availability,
this leads to exploitation and opportunity hoarding (Tilly, 2003). Exploitation is when
“the clique enlists value-producing effort from people on the opposite side of the
boundary, but allocates to those others less than the value added by their effort,” and
opportunity hoarding is the exclusion of “people on the opposite side of the boundary
from use of the value-producing resource, captures the returns, and devotes some of the
returns to reproducing the boundary” (Tilly, 2003, p. 34). Tilly argued for the importance
of understanding how categories and inequalities function to be able to lessen its negative
effects of exploitation and opportunity hoarding.
In the field of education, the theory of categorical inequality focuses on how
schools contribute to the creation of powerful categories and how students are assigned to
these categories, creating boundaries that unequally distribute resources, such as money,
knowledge, status, skills, and power across individuals (Domina et al., 2017). Domina et
al. (2017) posited, “Schools play an important role in determining which positions
specific individuals occupy in unequal societies, as well as in determining and
legitimating the social distance between these positions. As such… schools are
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egalitarian institutions that produce social inequality” (p. 312). The unequal education
system distributes more often to those who are socially mobile and from upper echelons
of society, whereas low-income students, students of color and other students from
disadvantaged backgrounds benefit economically and intergenerationally from quality
education (Domina et al., 2017). When schools create social categories, students are then
labeled and sorted into these categories, and schools also enact power by imposing biased
definitions and meanings to individuals belonging to such categories (Domina et al.,
2017). Schools also reinforce social categories that originate from outside of the school,
such as race and gender, which allow categories and social inequalities to persist
(Domina et al., 2017).
Together, the theory of categorical inequalities along with gatekeeping theory and
social capital theory represented the key problems addressed by this study. School
counselors are a part of a larger school system that inherently impose and reinforce
categories and divisions among students. In addition, school counselors, as gatekeepers
and sources of social capital, can potentially impose and reinforce categories among
students by allowing or denying access to certain educational trajectories. These three
theories also align with the social constructivist framework since the concepts of
gatekeeping, social capital, categories, and inequalities are socially constructed
experiences based on multiple experiences, interactions, and perceptions. Altogether, the
examination of these theories enables the researcher to explore high school counselors’
experiences of the gatekeeping process in their work with underrepresented students in IB
DPs.
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School Counselors as Gatekeepers
Few studies have focused on school counselors as gatekeepers, and most of these
extant studies were conducted several decades ago. The roles of school counselors as
gatekeepers involve complex functions in which they may be in a double bind as
advocates, who act on behalf of students, yet gatekeepers, who act on behalf of
organizations at the expense of the students (Cicourel & Kitsuse, 1963). In a study of
school counselors as gatekeepers in Israel (one of the few known studies directly focused
on gatekeeping by school counselors), Yogev and Roditi (1987) studied Israeli middle
school students from affluent and non-affluent neighborhoods and found that counselors’
recommendations for tracking were significantly influential. Students and parents not
only followed the middle school counselors’ recommendations, but high schools also
took middle school counselors’ recommendations into consideration. The researchers
found that middle school counselors from more affluent areas were likely to make
decisions based on meritocratic criteria to be objective, while school counselors from less
affluent areas were likely to make decisions based on nonmeritocratic, or subjective,
criteria. The study also found that students labeled as problematic and from ethnic
minority groups were referred for less academically prestigious tracks.
On the other hand, Rosenbaum, Miller, and Krei (1996) offered an alternative
perspective in which gatekeeping was essential to the role of school counselors.
Rosenbaum et al. (1996) argued that removing school counselors from the role of
gatekeeping did not eliminate barriers. Instead, when school counselors avoided
gatekeeping, this prevented students, particularly students from low-income families,
from receiving the needed information, advice, and preparation, which may impact their
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later experience, performance, and success in postsecondary endeavors (Rosenbaum et
al., 1996). This may suggest that gatekeeping serves as a protective factor for students’
future postsecondary success so that all students benefit from authentic messages from
school counselors who communicate and help to prepare students and families for the
realities and expectations of college academic life.
In other literature, some researchers have utilized the identity of the gatekeeper or
the practice of gatekeeping to the work of school counselors. Whiting and Ford (2009)
suggested that teachers and counselors, as gatekeepers, frequently under-referred Black
students for screening and identification for gifted programs and advanced high school
coursework, further contributing to their underrepresentation in academic rigor. Smith
(2011) also reported that school counselors may discourage less-than-high-achieving
students from pursuing advanced courses and tracks, and mediated opportunities for
students. In addition, the failure and inconsistency to identify, inform, and encourage
potential students about rigorous courses contributed to the college readiness debt, or the
inequalities of enrolling in rigorous courses (Hanover Research, 2015; Welton &
Martinez, 2014). Students lacked information or were misinformed about requirements to
enroll in challenging courses, while other students benefitted from school policies and
procedures that promoted their enrollment in higher track curricular opportunities
(Welton & Martinez, 2014).
Gatekeeping in School Counseling as Related to Academic Rigor
Researchers suggested that school counselors served as gatekeepers to
underrepresented students’ access to academic rigor (Cholewa et al., 2015; Siskin et al.,
2010). In the school counseling profession, gatekeeping is the process of course selection
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and enrollment that limits student access to a challenging curriculum and courses
necessary for college admission beginning in middle school and through high school
(Holcomb-McCoy, 2007). Gatekeeping reflects school counselors’ capacities as vessels
of and gateways to information as well as their power to control the numbers of students
who access to and progress through rigorous coursework, such as disproportionate rates
of referrals and identification practices that systematically and systemically exclude
underrepresented students from academic rigor (Cholewa et al., 2015; P. Davis et al.,
2013; Siskin et al., 2010; Whiting & Ford, 2009).
Research continues to show which students are often gatekept from academic
rigor based on race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, disabilities, geographic locations,
and other characteristics. Students’ contextual backgrounds and identities then connect to
the inequitable distribution of students in rigorous course access for high school
graduation and admission to postsecondary opportunities, and unfortunately, these
students may miss opportunities for higher level rigor in high school and beyond (Hoxby
& Avery, 2012; Hurt, 2018; Theokas & Saaris, 2013). There are equity implications
when considering the processes that limit opportunities for students from historically
marginalized populations compared to other students who are privileged with resources
(Kolluri, 2018). In other words, access, or lack thereof, to academic opportunities in high
school can prepare students for entry into and success at the postsecondary level or create
and sustain barriers that hinder students’ college and career readiness.
The inequities of access to educational opportunities reflect the gatekeeping
process, which is a task and role that educators, administrators, and particularly, high
school counselors make decisions about course selections and sequencing for students
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during the academic planning process (ASCA, 2018; Erickson, 1975). Researchers
suggested that school counselors play a role as gatekeepers, permitting while also
hindering students’ access to rigorous academic experiences and resulting in some
students, particularly those from underrepresented populations, being systematically and
systemically gatekept from rigor (Cholewa et al., 2015; Moore III et al., 2008). High
school counselors are then perceived as both voluntary and involuntary gatekeepers, in
which school counselors lift the metaphorical gate for some students, restrict access to
others, and keep in and out certain groups of students, resulting in disproportionate
placements in college preparatory and non-college preparatory academic tracks (Akos et
al., 2007; Cholewa et al., 2015). Gatekeeping decisions may be informed by procedural,
organizational, and policy-based mandates from a school or district, a top-down approach
that only further widens the opportunity gaps for underrepresented students, as well as
biases and misconceptions about students’ readiness for and interest in a wide range of
academic opportunities, a bottom-up approach that restricts or filters initial access to
opportunities (Callahan, 2003; Perna et al., 2015; Shaunessy-Dedrick et al., 2015).
Researchers also found that when school counselors lacked a defined role or
program vision, they functioned reactively to students’, staff members’, and
administrators’ needs, rather than proactively serving the needs of all students (House &
Martin, 1998). This contributed to school counselors serving as gatekeepers of
maintaining the status quo (Bemak & Chung, 2005), where they become “sorters and
selectors rather than advocates” (House & Martin, 1998, p. 286), impacting their ability
to serve students. They often become tasked with non-counseling duties, such as clerical
or administrative responsibilities (e.g., registering new students, maintaining records,
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testing coordination, or substituting for or managing classrooms), rather than delivering
and implementing services they are qualified to provide (Lapan & Harrington, 2010).
Thus, gatekeeping policies and practices, whether enacted by school counselors or
other educators, continue to create divisions in access, thus contributing to the system of
sorting machines in schools (Domina et al., 2017; Spring, 1989). Gatekeeping then
becomes a process and act of unequally categorizing and separating the already unequal,
less-privileged students from those who are resourced with opportunities (Lounsbury &
Ventresca, 2003), which only further widens opportunity gaps and making it difficult to
close achievement gaps. The continuation of gatekeeping within and by schools promote
this long-standing opportunity hoarding by privileged groups and further sustain
segregationist patterns of hierarchical inequalities and categorizations by schools and
school-based professionals (Lounsbury & Ventresca, 2003). When high school students,
especially those from underrepresented backgrounds, can neither access (due to lack of
availability) nor pursue college preparatory courses (despite courses being available) in
their own schools, this power of the gatekeeping process continues to hinder students’
and families’ abilities, capacities, and potentials to consider and access higher education
institutions, even within their own state and communities (Lounsbury & Ventresca,
2003). To understand the problem of underrepresented students’ inequitable access to
rigorous academic programs, it is important to understand the concept of gatekeeping and
how the gatekeeping process creates barriers for and widen disparities among
underrepresented students. Specifically, students from historically marginalized
populations are often gatekept and have limited access to rigor in their schools, which in

61

turn, impact their academic, social, and economic mobility and trajectories toward future
opportunities and success.
Biases in Gatekeeping
Bias plays a critical role in the process of gatekeeping, especially as it pertains to
underrepresented students. Early research by Cicourel and Kitsuse (1963) studied school
counselors’ roles in gatekeeping, or as formal educational decision-makers, and found
that Black students were more likely to be dissuaded from college opportunities
compared to White students. The authors argued that social identities, such as race and
social class, became situationally relevant, and played informal yet important roles in
school counselors’ decisions about students (Cicourel & Kitsuse, 1963). Further,
researchers found that some educators held implicitly negative views (i.e., biases,
misconceptions, and stigma) toward giftedness and underrepresented students’ readiness
for and interest academic rigor, such as falsely and mistakenly assuming that the students
of color are less interested in pursuing AP and IB courses and program compared to other
students (Mebane, 2003; Schmitt & Goebel, 2015).
Biases cloud educators’ judgment when working with underrepresented students.
Reyna (2008) suggested that cultural stereotypes become vehicles for attributions for
understanding the causes or issues behind students’ behaviors and academic outcomes,
and then these understandings inform how underrepresented students are treated or
perceived. Such causal attributions widen the achievement gap and further sustain how
educators judge and understand students from historically marginalized backgrounds,
resulting in continued lack of access to resources and supports for educational
opportunities (Reyna, 2008). In another study, researchers asked school counselors to
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evaluate sample case studies of student academic and behavioral concerns (Auwarter &
Aruguete, 2008). The study found that counselors generally perceived students from low
socioeconomic backgrounds as having lower math abilities and less promising futures,
and they also were likely to rate female abilities lower than male abilities (Auwarter &
Aruguete, 2008). This mirrored the results of an earlier study in which school counselors
expected students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds to be more successful in
postsecondary options assumed to require less academic rigor, such as job training
program and military training, holding academic preparedness constant (Rollins II, 2002).
Rollins II (2002) also found that school counselors communicated expectations that
students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds would be more successful in rigorous
work opportunities. School counselors’ experiences of their own school counselors from
childhood and adolescence also hindered students from taking rigorous coursework and
contributed to misperceptions of students’ academic abilities (Schaeffer et al., 2010).
Based on research with students from historically marginalized populations,
underrepresented students reported experiences of biases from school counselors.
Dockery and McKelvey (2013) found that first-generation college students and students
of color held lower expectations about receiving college planning support from school
counselors, and they also reported negative interactions or experiences of school
counselors: school counselors were unavailable, unable to manage various students’
needs, discouraged students, or offered inaccurate information about academic and
college planning. Latino students reported that their high school counselors were
unavailable, offered inadequate advisement about college, treated them differently, and
had low expectations or set limits on their success (Vela-Gude et al., 2009).
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Despite school counselors being well-intentioned, they contributed to existing
conditions that sustained biases which impact advocacy for underrepresented students
(West-Olatunji et al., 2010). Thus, school counselors can enhance their own counseling
competency, and importantly, multicultural competency. Research has shown that higher
levels of racist and discriminatory attitudes were correlated with lower levels of
multicultural counseling competence among school counselor trainees (Constantine,
2002). Thus, school counselors are ethically mandated to develop their multicultural
competence by increasing awareness of their biases and privileges and understanding the
worldviews of underrepresented students’ experiences (ASCA, 2016). School counselors
transform from being barriers to bridges by becoming aware of their own biases,
understanding the various barriers that directly and indirectly impede students’ access to
rigor, and promoting equitable practices that increase access for all students.
Outcomes of Gatekeeping
The impact of gatekeeping is problematic, particularly for underrepresented
students, as it affects their long-term trajectories and outcomes. One problematic outcome
is academic tracking, which is the educational practice of categorizing and classifying
students by curriculum standards, educational and career aspirations, and/or ability levels
(Akos et al., 2007). This process separates students based on their ability, motivation,
and/or past academic achievements, promoting the belief that placing students in
classrooms with peers of similar abilities will contribute to more effective learning
environments for all students (Akos et al., 2007). Researchers reported that tracking
dictates the types of high school and postsecondary options available to students, which
created disparities and further segregates students from historically marginalized
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backgrounds who are gatekept and thus, placed into less rigorous or non-college
preparatory academic tracks (Akos et al., 2007; Campbell, 2012; Fisher & Shogren, 2015;
Giersch, 2018). Another researcher, however, suggested an alternative perspective in
which academic tracking can benefit high achieving students of color who would not
otherwise access academic rigor in untracked schools (Loveless, 2016).
Schools have become sorting machines that select and sort students based on a
combination of criteria into discrete categories (Domina et al., 2017; Spring, 1989). This
categorization privileges some student characteristics, while offering fewer privileges to
or even disadvantaging other students without considering their individual capacities and
cultural and environmental contexts (Domina et al., 2017). Spring (1989) argued that the
sorting machines of schooling reflected and contributed to the power of majority groups,
while segregating and keeping people of color in lower social and economic classes. The
divisive nature of gatekeeping creates and perpetuates systemic divisions and inequitable
distributions. Gatekeeping, thus, separates the haves (i.e., students with opportunities,
privileges, and capital to access rigor and experience academic achievement) from the
have-nots (i.e., students who face explicit and implicit barriers due to the lack of
opportunities, privileges, and capital to access rigor and achievement) and promotes
inequitable access to quality, rigorous education for all students.
Research on Gatekeeping in Other Education Contexts
Although the focus of gatekeeping in this study focused on the roles and
experiences of school counselors, research has shown gatekeeping, as a terminology, to
be utilized and applied to other education contexts, including gifted education, higher
education, counselor education, suicide prevention training, and mass communication.
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The understanding of gatekeeping as applied to school counseling literature is most
similar with the context of gifted education. However, since gatekeeping continues to be
commonly utilized in other contexts, it was important to briefly discuss alternative
understandings and uses of the term.
Gifted Education
Academic rigor is not synonymous with gifted and talented education, but the two
distinctly overlap since the participation gaps among students of color in gifted education
programs mirror similar gaps in AP and IB program participation (Kettler & Hurst,
2017). May et al. (2013) found that students who participated in gifted and talented
programs also likely participated in IB. One study found that predictors for placement in
elementary school gifted education programs for Black males in Miami, Florida were
attendance in public school pre-K programs by the age of four; having higher cognitive,
language, fine motor, behavioral, and emergent literacy school readiness skills before
entering kindergarten; speaking a language other than English at home; being older upon
entering kindergarten; receiving higher grades in school; and scoring higher on
standardized tests of math and reading (Winsler et al., 2013).
However, studies have reported that students of color, particularly African
American, Native American, and Hispanic children, twice-exceptional students, English
language learners, students who are economically disadvantaged, and students from rural
areas, were underrepresented in and under-referred for gifted and talented programs
(Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 2017; Siegle et al., 2016), contributing to opportunity
and excellence gaps. The U.S. DoE Office for Civil Rights (2014) reported a growing
opportunity gap in gifted and talented education among Black and Latino students, who
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represented only 26% of the students in gifted and talented programs compared to 40%
attending schools that offered gifted and talented programs. Further, students with
disabilities and English language learners represented one percent and two percent,
respectively, in gifted education (U.S. DoE Office for Civil Rights (2014).
Further, Whiting and Ford (2009) found common barriers to the
underrepresentation of Black students in gifted education and AP classes, which included
teacher and counselor under-referral as gatekeepers, lower test performance, and lower
grades in courses. In addition, Ford (2010) identified four roadblocks that contributed to
disproportionate access to gifted and talented programs from culturally, linguistically,
and economically diverse students: deficiency of referrals from teachers, students’
performance on traditional intelligence and/or achievement tests, outdated policies for
identification and placement, and social and emotional concerns and eventual decisions
of parents about participating in gifted education (Ford, 2010). Researchers also reported
that underrepresented students, particularly Black, Hispanic, and low-income students,
who were also identified as gifted were more likely, than their White peers, to experience
racial microaggressions, or inappropriate and often hurtful comments and remarks based
on student characteristics or history (Stambaugh & Ford, 2015). Microaggressions may
be both intentional and unintentional, but regardless, they were clear biases against
underrepresented students and communicated and even further sustained racial or ethnic
stereotypes about student populations (Stambaugh & Ford, 2015). These deficit-based
perspectives hindered opportunities for giftedness and talent to even be initially
recognized for rigorous opportunities to be provided to underrepresented students. Thus,
school counselors must continue to be aware of their biases and stereotypes and how such
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assumptions affect their ability to build relationships with and support diverse students as
well as develop multicultural competence as professionals.
Researchers have found that participation in gifted education can predict
placement in higher level math courses in middle school and subsequently, in high school
(Hinojosa et al., 2009; Kettler & Hurst, 2017). However, when elementary school
teachers and administrators promote racialized notions of giftedness, this influences
African American students to lack confidence and feel uncomfortable about their
intelligence and enroll in fewer AP courses, which only reinforces inequitable course
enrollment (Kolluri, 2018). Moreover, even experienced teachers who worked with
economically marginalized and students from underrepresented racial groups had a
narrow understanding of high ability and failed to recognize nontraditional characteristics
of high potential (Cisneros et al., 2014; Walker & Pearsall, 2012). Such deficit-based
views of cultural differences among students affected teachers’ and counselors’
identification and referrals of students for academically rigorous courses.
It is imperative that educators recognize structures and practices that
systematically and systemically hinder underrepresented students’ entry into advanced
academic coursework (ASCA, 2018; Bemak & Chung, 2005). For example, critically
examining entry criteria for consideration for rigor is important. Schroth and Helfer
(2008) found that educators reported standardized tests, student portfolios of work, and
teacher nominations were valid means of identification, though parent or peer
nominations were not supported. However, such measures were subjective and gatekept
promising students (Callahan, 2014), particularly those from disadvantaged, historically
marginalized populations (who already reportedly performed at lower academic levels
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than their majority group peers and were under-referred by teachers and counselors).
Hence, recruitment, nomination, and referral practices in gifted education become
inequitable. Identifying giftedness is locally ascribed, defined, and determined by
individual school districts, which contributes to contextual differences and affords
different opportunities depending on locale (Callahan, 2003). Likewise, AP and IB
programs are not regulated by their respective organizations and are not dependent on
prior identification of giftedness or high ability (Callahan, 2003). Acceptance becomes
based on locally determined screening processes, which generates an inherently
inequitable practice of access and success in rigorous courses and programs (Callahan,
2003). School counselors and educators may base decisions on meritocratic placement,
such as previous course grades and test scores, and have misguided and misunderstood
perceptions of underrepresented students with high academic potential (Cisneros et al.,
2014; Walker & Pearsall, 2012; Whiting & Ford, 2009).
In gifted education, IQ testing and standardized achievement tests have often been
misused as a major method of identifying gifted students, which gatekeep and perpetuate
underrepresentation of students from historically marginalized populations (Cross &
Cross, 2017; Hodges et al., 2018; McCluskey, 2017). Research has, however, shown that
universal screening was more effective than teacher and parent referral systems in
addressing the under-identification of African American, Hispanic, female, low
socioeconomic status, and English language learner students in gifted education programs
(Lakin, 2016). In addition, using nontraditional identification methods, such as nonverbal
tests, student portfolios, and affective checklists, narrowed the proportional identification
gap underrepresented and represented students; however, nontraditional methods did not
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resolve the issue of education inequity (Hodges et al., 2018). By becoming aware of and
raising awareness about intentional and unintentional systemic barriers to students’
success, school counselors can facilitate changes in processes and procedures to support
students’ access and equity.
Higher Education
Gatekeeping is a common phenomenon that occurs in the field of higher
education. In examining gatekeeping at highly selective colleges and universities,
gatekeeping is the process of developing and implementing criteria and practices that
yield access to scarce resources (i.e., access to elite postsecondary institutions; Karen,
1990). Karen (1990) called this phenomenon in higher education as the black box of
gatekeeping. Although selection processes were typically based on meritocratic and
class-based factors, there were other unknown factors and functions of gatekeeping at the
university level (Karen, 1990). Steinberg (2002) also examined the concept of
gatekeepers in a study of the admissions process inside an elite private college, and
recalled this process as “the most powerful, stressful, and least understood occupations in
the nation… one can’t help but tighten in anger at the logic behind some of the decisions
they make, and the idea that such hard calls have to be made at all” (p. xxi). Thus,
gatekeeping in higher education, as in school counseling and gifted education, dealt with
access and equity issues.
The phenomena of undermatching from the higher education literature also shared
some comparable connections to gatekeeping. The concept of undermatching occurs
when students do not attend college or attend less selective colleges despite having the
qualifications to apply to more highly selective institutions (Bastedo & Flaster, 2014;
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Tiboris, 2014). As in rigorous college preparatory courses in high school, high achieving,
low-income students were also underrepresented at the postsecondary levels. Undermatch
more likely occurs with low-income students, those from rural areas, students of color,
and first-generation college students (Smith et al., 2013). Underrepresented students who
undermatched were unlikely to experience the social and economic benefits of
developing talent and potential from attending matched selective institutions (Belasco &
Trivette, 2015). The experience of undermatching mirrored how underrepresented
students were underserved in academically rigorous courses in high school. As in the
process of gatekeeping at the high school level, underrepresented students experienced
early evidence of undermatching by which they are often tracked into, less considered
for, and communicate expectations to enter non-college preparatory coursework.
Counselor Education
In counselor education, gatekeeping in graduate training programs is a system of
promoting professional and personal competence for the field (Glance et al., 2012).
Gatekeeping is the responsibility of all counselors, including students, to intervene with
colleagues and supervisors who engage in behaviors that compromise or could threaten
the welfare of those receiving services (Foster & McAdams, 2009). Researchers used
another term, gate slipping, in the counselor education field to identify students who may
have moved through the counseling training program without remediation or dismissal
(Gaubatz & Vera, 2002; Parker et al., 2014).
Suicide Prevention Training
Gatekeeping is also used in suicide prevention training, detection, and referral
(Burnette et al., 2015). A gatekeeper refers to any “individuals in a community who have
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face-to-face contact with large numbers of community members as part of their usual
routine” (Burnette et al., 2015, p. 1) and are strategically positioned and trained to
recognize and refer someone at risk of suicide to treatment or supporting services as
appropriate. Gatekeeper programs in schools have included teachers, school staff, and
even students to act as gatekeepers, and primary care and emergency medical staff are
also included as gatekeepers. The QPR (Question, Persuade, and Refer) Gatekeeper
Training for Suicide Prevention is a one to two-hour educational program to teach lay and
professional gatekeepers the warning signs of a suicide crisis and how to respond
(Quinnett, 2012).
Mass Communication
David Manning White, a student of Lewin, applied gatekeeping theory to the field
of mass communication. Presently, the term, gatekeeping, is used widely in mass
communication regard news being reported to and shared with consumers. White
proposed that subjective factors influenced gatekeeping decisions regarding the processes
in which journalists selected and reported news to the public, thus constructing a
particular reality for the gated (i.e., the audience; DeIuliis, 2015).
Gatekeeping in counselor education and suicide prevention was a process of
protecting, while a gatekeeper was one who possess a responsibility to protect an
individual or the larger society from harm. However, what these contexts share with
school counseling is that gatekeepers serve in restrictive and remedial roles. Further,
gatekeeping in gifted education, higher education, and mass communication connected
most to the context of gatekeeping in school counseling. However, the varying use of the
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terms unfortunately may contribute to muddiness regarding understanding gatekeeping
and the gatekeeper.
Gaps
Extensive research has already shown which groups of underrepresented students
have been impacted by gatekeeping (or are gatekept) as well as the contributing factors to
being gatekept, such as student, family, and school-based predictors for participation or
restriction in academic rigor. Research also focused on various academic, social and
emotional, cultural, familial, and systemic barriers that underrepresented students
experience in accessing rigor. Existing research on academic rigor has focused on gifted
education in elementary middle schools and college-level coursework in high school and
postsecondary levels. In addition, there is growing research about access and equity
issues among underrepresented students in K-12 and higher education research. Further,
Patrick et al. (2020) suggested that underrepresented students were denied access to
advanced courses and programs, yet it is unclear who or what may be conducting the
action of denying access for students most marginalized from such educational
opportunities. Although we know that school counselors play significant roles in access
and equity to academic rigor for all students, the literature also shows that school
counselors may often play roles as gatekeepers, whether intentionally or unintentionally,
due to under-referrals, biases, and outdated identification and recruitment requirements
and procedures (Davis et al., 2013; Siegle et al., 2016; Whiting & Ford, 2009). Biases
among school counselors and educators also are reported to impact their abilities to
objectively evaluate students’ readiness and subsequent recommendation for rigorous
courses (Francis et al., 2018).
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There is a need for research to clarify and understand what the process of
gatekeeping looks like and means from the perspectives of school counselors. Based on
the literature, gatekeeping has taken on various perspectives, all of which are imposed
upon school counselors. Historically, Cicourel and Kitsuse (1963) proposed a deficitbased perspective of school counselors by defining them as educational decision makers
who differentiated and labeled students by unequal curricular paths or tracks (Bentley,
1964). Gatekeeping, thus, presented a negative and pejorative connotation for school
counselors. As gatekeepers, school counselors possessed biases and were viewed as
barriers who explicitly denied access to rigorous opportunities for students with the least
access and intentionally sort students into unequal categories, subsequently setting
students up for unequal trajectories (Domina et al., 2017; Holcomb-McCoy, 2007).
Gatekeeping also meant discouraging some students while encouraging and privileging
access for others (McKillip & Rawls, 2008). On the other hand, Rosenbaum et al. (1996)
acknowledged the negative perspective of gatekeeping and found that school counselors
preferred not to be gatekeepers. The authors instead argued that gatekeeping was a
potentially important role for school counselors, who offered realistic expectations and
information, both negative and positive, about students’ readiness for college and
intervened in students’ aspirations (Rosenbaum et al., 1996).
Later, Smith (2011) offered an alternative perspective that school counselors were
neither a concerted gatekeeper (i.e., possessing the discriminatory power to selectively
allow access) nor an impartial cultivator (i.e., wielding little to no power and
indiscriminately letting all students through the porous, proverbial gate). Instead, Smith
(2011) proposed that school counselors were intermediaries whose work is contextualized
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and are individuals who negotiate, mediate, broker, and act on behalf of students. School
counselors are channels of information, possess a responsibility for students’ well-being
and mobility, offer the social and cultural capital required for students to navigate
academic and postsecondary opportunities, and connect and broker relations between
individuals (i.e., teachers, parents, and others) and systems (McKillip & Rawls, 2008;
Smith, 2011). This is consistent with other researchers’ suggestion of school counselors
as cultural brokers for underrepresented students, families, and communities to increase
rigorous course enrollment and make academic, college, and career information
accessible (Dockery & McKelvey, 2013; Holcomb-McCoy, 2010). Based on these
understandings of school counselors as gatekeepers, ultimately, school counselors’ voices
are missing, and their perspectives would add value to better understand the concept of
gatekeeping and how it is presently enacted.
Another gap in the literature is understanding the processes of gatekeeping and
school counselors’ extent of awareness of their gatekeeping roles and behaviors, whether
intentional or unintentional, that enable and/or restrict student participation in
academically rigorous courses. What has not yet been examined is how gatekeeping is
conceptualized from the perspectives of school counselors, their experiences of acting as
gatekeepers, and engaging in gatekeeping, especially in IB DPs. There is also limited
research on school counselors’ specific roles in advocating for and supporting
underrepresented students in high school-level academic rigor and postsecondary
opportunities (McKillip & Rawls, 2008), and what these roles are and what they entail.
The specific processes entailed in gatekeeping for academically rigorous courses have not
yet been thoroughly explored in the research, and the extent to which school counselors
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experience or perceive their roles as gatekeepers for academic rigor and have an
awareness of underrepresented students’ barriers to, readiness for, and success in rigor
remains unclear.
Further, the concept of gatekeeping tended to emerge as a finding or implication
among empirical studies and conceptual works or school counselors were mentioned as
gatekeepers in the introduction or literature review, rather than a primary focus of
exploration (Cook, 2007; Davis et al., 2013; Lee & Ekstrom, 1987). Moreover, knowing
that gatekeeping practices were likely to occur as early as middle school, current
understandings of the problem also do not substantively address gatekeeping as
experienced and undertaken by middle and high school counselors. Regardless of
whether school counselors have an awareness of themselves as potential gatekeepers,
insights about school counselors’ competence in supporting underrepresented student’s
identification for, recruitment into, access to, and persistence in rigor may address a gap
in the literature. May et al. (2013) posited that there is “a lack of grounding in a
comprehensive theory of how schools, students, and parents influence the selection of
students into [IB DP] programs” (p. 8), which warrants this present study. Thus,
gatekeeping is at the core of this problem of study, yet gatekeeping as a concept and
process is not yet understood and at present, there is a lack of recent empirical studies
with gatekeeping as the primary focus.
Summary
Chapter Two provided an overview of the literature related to academic rigor, the
International Baccalaureate (IB) program, roles of school counselors, and gatekeeping.
Additionally, this chapter concluded with a summary of the existing gaps in the literature
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to bolster a rationale for this study to understand school counselors’ experiences
regarding the phenomenon of gatekeeping when working with underrepresented students
in the IB DPs.
Based on the research presented, a new approach is suggested to understand
school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping, which may promote or hinder
underrepresented students’ access to rigor at the high school level from the lens of school
counselors. Although research has shown which student groups are gatekept, the specific
contributing factors to being gatekept, and the impacts and outcomes of gatekeeping at
the middle and high school levels on underrepresented students, what has not yet been
examined is how gatekeeping is understood from the perspectives of school counselors,
their experiences as gatekeepers (should they identify themselves in such a way), and
engaging in gatekeeping, whether intentionally or unintentionally. This study also aims to
gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of gatekeeping among school counselors
to inform practices and policies related to equitable access to academically rigorous
opportunities for all students. By better understanding gatekeeping, this research has the
potential to shed light on inequitable practices and promote implementation of new
processes and reflective practices for school counselors to better support and advocate for
all students. Next, in Chapter Three, I discuss the qualitative methodology used to answer
the proposed research question.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study (Moustakas, 1994)
was to explore U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of the phenomenon of
gatekeeping in their work with high school students from underrepresented populations in
International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programs (DP). For the purpose of this study,
underrepresented students included students from racial and ethnic minority groups,
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and students who are first in their
families to attend college (i.e., first generation college students). With an in-depth
understanding of the phenomenon of gatekeeping that affects underrepresented students
in IB DPs, this study was the first to explore this phenomenon from the perspectives of
school counselors, and this study was also the first that focused on school counselors
employed in IB World Schools as the primary participants. Thus, this study aimed to not
only know more about gatekeeping practices for all students in academically rigorous
coursework, but also become an innovative contribution to the school counseling field
and academic research. The following guiding research question helped to explore the
phenomenon of gatekeeping: What are U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of
gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented students in IB Diploma Programs?
Given the exploratory nature of the study, a qualitative approach was most
appropriate since qualitative research looks at people’s experiences from their perspective
and helps researchers to make sense of phenomena based on how people make meaning
of them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). Further, a phenomenological
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approach helps to understand the meanings of individuals’ experiences of a phenomenon
to then portray the essence of the experience (Moustakas, 1994). Thus, a qualitative
phenomenological approach was most suitable for this study to understand the lived
experiences of high school counselors’ experience of the phenomenon of gatekeeping
with underrepresented students in the IB DP.
Chapter Three outlines the methodology for the study. The chapter includes
assumptions and rationale for qualitative research and transcendental phenomenology,
describes the researcher positionality through the researcher as instrument, as well as
details the processes of data collection and analyses, ethical considerations, and
limitations.
Philosophical Assumptions of Qualitative Research
To address the research question, I utilized a qualitative transcendental
phenomenological approach. Qualitative research is the collection, analysis, and
interpretation of narrative and/or visual data to represent and understand the meanings,
experiences, and expressions of individuals or groups ascribed to a social or human
problem, whereas quantitative research is the collection and analysis of numerical data of
a phenomenon to test objective theories and examine statistical relationships among
variables (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Fraenkel et al., 2015). The goal of this study was
to explore and understand the meanings ascribed to the phenomenon of gatekeeping by
school counselors who work with underrepresented students in IB DPs through narrative
and document-based data, rather than objectively test a theory or collect quantitative data
from the participants. Therefore, the nature of this study lent itself to a qualitative
approach. Sole use of a quantitative approach would not elicit the rich data to understand
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the depth and contexts of the phenomenon of gatekeeping for underrepresented students
in IB DPs. In addition, the phenomenon of gatekeeping is not yet a measurable construct,
making it difficult to quantify through a quantitative approach. Therefore, qualitative
research was a valuable approach to address the research purposes and question.
Qualitative research is used to examine topics within contexts that may not have
been investigated at all or need to be explored from a different angle (Corbin & Strauss,
2015; Hays & Singh, 2012). A qualitative approach not only offers the opportunity for
participants to share their experiences and stories and for the researcher to connect with
and hear participants’ voices, but also deemphasizes the power dynamic between the
research and participants due to the researcher’s positionality of subjectivity and direct
involvement with the research topic and participants rather than that of an objective,
uninvolved bystander (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Creswell & Poth, 2018). A qualitative
approach also offers flexibility, as it is not necessarily a linear or sequential procedure.
The iterative process (i.e., seeking comprehensive descriptions from data through the
ongoing process of moving back and forth between data collection and analysis) of
qualitative research allows the researcher to be open to discovering new paths during the
research process, identify patterns evident in the phenomenon, and use such patterns to
see a big picture of the whole phenomenon as well as correct and refine the existing
findings (Hays & Singh, 2012; Levitt et al., 2018; Polkinghorne, 2005). Since a
qualitative approach was most relevant for this study, a qualitative research paradigm and
research tradition were necessary to frame the research design and maximize the
methodological rigor for this particular study (Hays & Wood, 2011).
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Rationale for Theoretical Framework: Social Constructivism
A research paradigm reflects the philosophical assumptions and belief systems
that are based on the core philosophies of science (i.e., ontology, epistemology, axiology,
rhetoric, and method) and also guides the researcher in how to conduct the study (Hays &
Singh, 2012; Ponterotto, 2005). The guiding research paradigm for this study was social
constructivism, which is also often described as interpretivism or postmodernism
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Hays & Singh, 2012). Ponterotto (2005) argued,
“Understandably, the constructivist-interpretivist paradigm provides the primary
foundation and anchor for qualitative research methods” (p. 129). Social constructivism
is the alternative to positivism, which posited that a single, objective, and tangible reality
exists and can be studied as independent variables and processes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Ponterotto, 2005).
First, the ontology (i.e., the nature of reality) of social constructivism posits that a
universal truth cannot exist, and instead, there are multiple constructed, subjective, and
contextual realities, thus adopting an emic perspective (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hays &
Singh, 2012; Ponterotto, 2005). Social constructivism is relativistic, and adopts an emic
perspective by highlighting the perspectives of the participants rather than an etic
perspective by focusing on the perspective of the researcher or observer (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Second, due to the interaction between the
researcher and topic of investigation, social constructivism highlights the transactional
interaction between the researcher and participants by jointly co-constructing meanings
through interactive dialogue and interpretation, reflecting the epistemology (i.e., process
of knowing) of social constructivism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Hays & Singh, 2012;
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Ponterotto, 2005). Third, the axiology (i.e., researchers’ values and assumptions) of
social constructivism reflects how researchers’ personal experiences may bear on the
study and considers participants’ specific contexts, complexities, and cultures (Hays &
Singh, 2012). Fourth, the rhetoric (i.e., language used to present the data) of social
constructivism demonstrates researchers’ beliefs that individuals’ meaning making and
understanding of the world are done through social exchanges and interactions, thus
relying on the participants’ views of the phenomenon (Hays & Singh, 2012). Finally, the
method (i.e., processes and procedures of inquiry) of the social constructivist paradigm
posits that “constructions are interpreted using conventional hermeneutical techniques,
and are compared and contrasted through a dialectical interchange” (Guba & Lincoln,
1994, p. 111).
Thus, by drawing from the social constructivism paradigm, this study explored
the phenomenon of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in IB DPs from the
perspectives of high school counselors. Further, this study will account for diverse,
multiple, and contextual perspectives and focus on how school counselors conceptualize
the research problem. The intention of this study was to rely on participants’ views of the
phenomenon of gatekeeping and how they understand gatekeeping through interactions
with others, such as students, families, and colleagues, and through interactions with the
historical and cultural norms of their everyday lives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study
also aligned with social constructivism by exploring the experiences that influence how
the researcher and participants construct and understand the findings related to the
phenomenon of gatekeeping and underrepresented students in IB DPs.
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Qualitative Research Design: Transcendental Phenomenology
A phenomenological study focuses on the common meanings of lived experiences
of a phenomenon as experienced by several individuals (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A key
influence of phenomenology was Edmund Husserl, who was concerned with subjective
openness and discovering meanings and essences in knowledge (Moustakas, 1994). Key
assumptions of phenomenology included that phenomenology studies the lived,
conscious experiences of individuals and develop descriptions of the essences of
individuals’ experiences of the phenomenon of study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Phenomenology was described as “knowledge as it appears to the consciousness, the
science of describing what one perceives, senses, and knows in one’s immediate
awareness and experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 26).
Further, a phenomenological approach requires that the researcher suspend all
judgments and prior conceptions through epoche and understand that reality is
understood as perceived by the meaning making experiences of individuals (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Unlike narrative research, which reports on the individual stories as told by
participants, and grounded theory, which moves beyond description to generate a theory
or theoretical explanation of a phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018), a
phenomenological approach focuses on the phenomenon of focus based on individuals’
descriptions of experiences and meaning making, which are needed before a theory can
be generated or extrapolated. Since the purpose of this study was to understand the lived
experiences of gatekeeping as experienced by high school counselors who work with
underrepresented students in IB DPs, phenomenology was most appropriate. High school
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counselors in IB World Schools described their experiences of gatekeeping in their
interactions and work with underrepresented students throughout this inquiry.
Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology was the philosophical foundation for the
descriptive phenomenological approach that focuses on the structure and essences of
lived experiences and the organizing principles that give form and meaning to the life
world (Laverty, 2003). One major concept of transcendental phenomenology is
intentionality, which refers to consciousness and the internal experience of being
conscious of something and is comprised of a noema and noesis (Moustakas, 1994). The
noema is the phenomenon as perceived by individuals, and through noesis, meanings are
understood as related to the phenomenon; the noema and noesis offer the textural
(noema) and structural (noesis) dimensions of the phenomena of study (Moustakas,
1994). Another major concept of transcendental phenomenology is intuition, or a priori
knowledge of human experiences (Moustakas, 1994). By using transcendental
phenomenology as the primary research design, the researcher aimed to understand the
phenomenon of gatekeeping as high school counselors have lived, consciously
experienced, and made meaning of this phenomenon in their work with underrepresented
students in the IB DP.
The methodology of transcendental phenomenology includes four core processes
that were utilized for this study. First, epoche, or bracketing, involves setting aside
experiences and assumptions as much as possible to take a fresh perspective, or reach a
transcendental state, toward the phenomenon of study (Moustakas, 1994). The process of
epoche is outlined in the following “Researcher as Instrument” section in this chapter for
the researcher to set aside prejudgments, presuppositions, and biases related to the
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phenomenon of gatekeeping. Though Moustakas himself even reported that bracketing
personal experiences was difficult, the researcher engaged in an ongoing process of selfreflection throughout the research process to proceed with understanding the experiences
of others. Second, phenomenological reduction is deriving textural descriptions of the
meanings and essences of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). The researcher later
described the totality of the experience of gatekeeping (see Chapter Four) from the
vantage point of high school counselors who work with underrepresented students in the
IB DP. Third, imaginative variation is the grasping of the structural essences of the
experience, which seeks all possible meanings of the experienced phenomenon as
experienced by various individuals (Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). In other words,
imaginative variation is “the how that speaks to conditions that illuminate the what of the
experience. How did the experience of the phenomenon come to be what it is?”
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 98). The researcher later described the essences and meanings of
gatekeeping as experienced by high school counselors who work with underrepresented
students in the IB DP. Lastly, the synthesis of meanings and essence becomes an
integration of the structural essences of the imaginative variation and the textural
essences of the phenomenological reduction.
Researcher as Instrument
In qualitative research, the researcher is extensively involved in the research
process and participants’ experiences due to their direct involvement in the study, which
may ultimately impact the data analysis process and interpretation of findings. It is
important for the researcher to reflexively identify and understand factors (i.e., biases,
beliefs, personal experiences) that shape how they interpret findings, such as gender,
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culture, and socioeconomic status (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Hunt, 2011). Researcher
reflexivity becomes an active engagement of self-reflection of the researcher’s role
throughout the research process to be as transparent as possible about the researcher’s
assumptions and potential biases and how these will be addressed in the study (Hays &
Singh, 2012; Hunt, 2011). Moustakas (1994) recommended employing one of Husserl’s
concepts, epoche or bracketing, when conducting a transcendental phenomenology.
According to Husserl, “epoche requires the elimination of suppositions and the raising of
knowledge above every possible doubt” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 26). Epoche or bracketing
is a practice in which the researcher set aside experiences as much as possible to take a
fresh perspective of the phenomenon under study (Creswell & Poth, 2017).
The researcher as instrument not only reflects a major component of
transcendental phenomenology, but it also embraces the tenets of social constructivism
since the researcher’s explanation of their positioning highlights the researcher as a coconstructor of meaning (Morrow, 2005). Considering the phenomenological approach of
this study and the need for bracketing biases, it was important as a researcher to bracket
my prior biases about my social constructivist understanding of the world to be fully open
to the experiences of the participants and understand with a fresh perspective.
Researchers recommended including the researcher as instrument statement prior to
describing the research method so that potential biases and assumptions are clarified and
readers can determine how the researcher’s positionality may impact the processes and
outcomes of the research study (Hunt, 2011; Levitt et al., 2018; Morrow, 2005).
As a former school counselor of six years, I have primarily worked with students
and families from historically marginalized backgrounds. In the last four years of my
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career, I was a high school counselor in an IB World School and directly supported
students in the IB Middle Years Program (MYP) and IB DP. I initially used and heard
about the term, gatekeeping, in my master’s program in school counseling. However, the
experience of gatekeeping was most pronounced first, during course selections, which
was one of my many roles as a high school counselor, and second, in my interactions
with colleagues who worked in various IB DP schools inside and outside the United
States. Through personal observations and professional interactions with IB educators
and school counselors inside and outside of my immediate workplace, I noticed both
explicit and implicit ways that the practice of academic planning and course selections
further inequitably marginalized underrepresented students while increasingly offering
access for students from families and backgrounds of social, economic, and cultural
privilege.
I also possess some characteristics of an underrepresented student. I am an Asian
American woman, first-generation college student, and grew up with my first language as
other than English and learned English when I entered primary schooling. As I reflected
about my own experience with gatekeeping, I recalled a time when I was gatekept from a
more rigorous math course in middle school because, according to school policies and
teacher recommendations, my previous history of average math grades and achievement
scores in elementary school did not showcase promise for advanced math. I recalled selfadvocating to be considered for the upper level math class without the support of my
parents (whose first and second languages are other than English), and I was required to
demonstrate my math competency by solving math problems on the chalkboard without
prior notice or preparation. As a result of correctly solving the given math problems, the
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math teacher promoted me to the upper level math class in the middle school, despite not
having been prepared for the impromptu test. I was also a former IB Diploma graduate
from a public, IB World high school, and realized that had I not self-advocated and been
promoted to the upper level math in middle school, I would not have been able to have
the option to even pursue the IB Diploma Program later in high school. Altogether, I
recognized that my own experiences of being gatekept as a middle school student,
engagement as a student in IB DP, and my own relationship to the practice of
gatekeeping as a former high school counselor informed my understandings of
gatekeeping and advocacy for underrepresented students in access to and success in
academically rigorous courses and programs.
Based on my personal experiences as an underrepresented student, my
professional experiences in working with underrepresented students in the IB DP, and a
review of the extant literature on gatekeeping, I came into this study with the assumption
that gatekeeping is a term imposed upon school counselors and the school counseling
profession. Gatekeeping is also not clearly defined or explored in depth, and there seems
to be an assumed understanding of its definition. First, I assumed that all school
counselors would have heard about gatekeeping, since this was a salient term used
throughout my graduate studies and practical experiences as a school counselor. Next, I
assumed that if school counselors were aware of gatekeeping, it would generally be
perceived as negative, yet gatekeeping is a role, practice, and process in which school
counselors unfortunately participated in or are mandated to enact, regardless of their
intention or desire to engage in gatekeeping. Another assumption that I had about
gatekeeping was that it was a biased practice that school counselors may or may not be
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cognizant of during their everyday work with underrepresented students. Further, I
assumed that school counselors who regularly worked with underrepresented student
populations in their schools would have greater awareness of disparities in access in their
schools and programs.
By noting and reflecting upon these biases and assumptions prior to my research
process, I attempted to bracket, or set aside these biases, to understand the phenomenon
of gatekeeping from a fresh perspective and participants’ perspectives and experiences of
the phenomenon. Therefore, throughout the research process, I actively explored my own
biases that may have potentially impacted my interpretations of participants’ experiences
and engaged in reflexive thinking throughout the qualitative research process through
reflexive journaling. Reflexive journaling are ongoing reflective notes that help the
researcher to reflect on their own personal experiences and how such reflections may
shape the development of codes and themes and the interpretation of results (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). Reflexive journaling helps to make the researcher’s “experiences,
opinions, thoughts, and feelings visible and an acknowledged part of the research design,
data generation, analysis, and interpretation process” (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 703). Below, I
included an excerpt of my reflexive journal in exploring the phenomenon of gatekeeping:
July 5, 2019: It makes me feel sad knowing that there are many students out there
who may not be aware of such opportunities or they may be aware but may not
have the wherewithal to pursue such opportunities. It makes me upset that
students may not see themselves as having the capacity to pursue rigor. It also
hurts knowing that students are intentionally or unintentionally hurt by adults
who intentionally or unintentionally communicate messages of belief or disbelief
89

in their abilities, capacities, and insights. However, I am grateful to have worked
where I worked and with the colleagues I worked with, who shared the equityfocused vision of making sure all students deserve to be challenged and receive
messages that they are more than capable and that they can have access to
resources and supports to help them be successful.
Data Collection Procedures
This section describes the pilot study conducted to test the procedures of the study
and clarify the semi-structured interview questions from individual interviews and focus
groups. This section also includes sampling and recruitment procedures as well as data
collection methods. Table 2 also explicated the timeline of data collection procedures for
this study.
Table 2
Timeline of Data Collection Procedures
Timeline

Data Collection Tasks

August 2019

Submitted and received IRB approval for study

September 2020

Conducted pilot study of individual semi-structured interviews
and focus group interview

October 2020

Sampling and recruitment

November 2020 to
Early December
2020

Resubmitted and received IRB approval for study after
including updates to interview protocol, informed
consent forms, and demographics questionnaire
Completed individual semi-structured interviews and focus
group interviews

Pilot Study
The purpose of the pilot study was to evaluate the procedures of the study, assess
the clarity and relevance of the semi-structured interview questions, and seek feedback
about the significance of the study and ways to improve the clarity of the study. Roberts
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and Hyatt (2019) recommended testing interview protocol or other relevant instruments
with a few people who were not in the study yet match the eligibility criteria prior to
utilizing with study participants. The researcher followed the procedures to secure
appropriate permissions and received approval to conduct the study from the William &
Mary Educational Institutional Review Board (EDIRC). The researcher used convenience
sampling to contact high school counselors in IB World Schools with DPs who were
professional acquaintances or local to the location of the researcher’s university. The
researcher conducted two individual semi-structured interviews and one focus group
interview. Participants who participated in the individual interviews were offered a $20
Amazon e-gift card incentive, and participants in the focus groups were offered a $30
Amazon e-gift card incentive for their participation in the pilot study.
Participants
There were two participants who participated in the individual interviews. In the
focus group, there were three total participants. Locations of participants’ schools were
excluded to protect confidentiality of participants and ensure anonymity. Tables 3 and 4
included additional details about the participants in the individual interviews and focus
group interview.
Table 3
Participant Demographics of Pilot Individual Interviews
Pseudonym

Elle

Age

28

Race/Ethnicity

Black/African
American

Gender

F
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Total Years of
Experience as
School Counselor
in an IB DP
2

School
Locale

Urban

Carlisle

62

White

F

17

Suburban

Table 4
Participant Demographics of Pilot Focus Group Interview
Pseudonym

Age

Race/Ethnicity

Gender

Total Years of
Experience as
School Counselor
in an IB DP

School
Locale

Songbird

60

Black/African
American

F

22

Urban

Summer

35

Black/African
American

F

8

Urban

Wade

27

Black/African
American

M

1.5

Urban

Procedure
Upon accepting the email invitation to participate in the pilot study, the researcher
scheduled a time to meet via phone call for the semi-structured individual interviews and
via video call for the focus group. Prior to the interview, all participants completed the
informed consent forms and demographics questionnaires. The phone calls and video call
were audio-recorded and later transcribed using a transcription service, Temi (Temi,
2020). The participants responded to questions from the semi-structured interview
protocol for the pilot study (see Appendix A). At the conclusion of the interviews,
participants were asked to provide feedback about the semi-structured interview
experience and process using another protocol of evaluation questions (see Appendix B).
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Feedback to Inform the Research Study
Overall, all participants demonstrated enthusiasm and interest about the topic of
study. They also felt that their participation as well as the instructions from beginning to
end were smooth, clear, informative, and comfortable. Conducting phone interviews were
convenient for the individual participants. For the focus group interviews, the participants
were unable to access a webcam at their workplace for the time of the interview, so we
conducted the video interview via FaceTime. The participants also reported that my
general presence and participation as a researcher were positive and nonjudgmental. In
addition, as a result of their participation, they reported feeling appreciative of the
opportunity to reflect about their own personal and professional experiences about
gatekeeping, as they have not fully reflected upon the phenomenon before.
In the individual interviews, the participants seemed unclear about the wording of
some questions, such as “what were you aware of at that time?”; “what comes to mind
when…?”; and “what other metaphors or analogies come to mind?” The participants
reported this wording seeming elusive or confusing and requiring directiveness and
clarity. One participant suggested providing a definition of gatekeeping to participants,
but then changed her mind and agreed that the exploratory nature of the study would not
require a provided definition of gatekeeping. The participants also suggested including
additional questions either in the demographics questionnaire or semi-structured
interview protocol specifically about school policies and procedures for students to be
allowed in or remain in the IB program.
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Upon reflection after completing the pilot individual and focus group interviews
and after receiving feedback from the participants, I incorporated the following changes
to the semi-structured interview protocols:
(a) Reworded interview questions for clarity and succinctness and consulted with
another school counselor (who did not participate in the pilot study) for
confirmation of understanding.
(b) Removed interview questions that were reported as unclear or confusing.
(c) Created a separate informed consent form for focus group participants, as some
information was different from the individual interviews.
(d) Printed hard copies of the interview protocol for future active memoing during the
interview process.
(e) For future focus group interviews to be conducted via video conference, included
more specific explanations of required equipment and specific instructions to join
via video conference to make as accessible as possible for the focus group
participants.
Preliminary Findings to Inform the Research Study
After revising the interview protocol, informed consent forms, and demographics
questionnaire, I resubmitted the IRB to share the updates and received approval again to
conduct the study through the William & Mary Educational Institutional Review Board
(EDIRC). There were some unique findings as a result of the participants who
participated in the pilot study that informed the significance and relevance of the study’s
focus on gatekeeping.
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Elle understood gatekeeping as “individuals with some degree of power or
authority who choose to grant or withhold access to some resources… [like] the IB
program.” She drew from her own personal experiences as a student navigating various
educational spaces as well as in her professional career as a school counselor. Elle also
shared her experiences of educational privilege as a Black woman who works with
students from marginalized and impoverished backgrounds and recognized a nuance of
being in the position of a gatekeeper or having gatekeeping functions, despite not wanting
to be a gatekeeper or “another peg in the wheel.” She expressed concern about the term,
gatekeeping, due to its negative connotation and cautioned that it could be frustrating for
some school counselors to admit to being a gatekeeper.
Carlisle, whose primary caseload included students in the IB program, expressed
a strongly negative reaction toward the term, gatekeeper, and wished to reject the term
altogether for the remainder of the interview due to its negative connotation:
I hate that word because when I hear gatekeeper, I hear that everything is shut
down and no one’s able to pass through unless they go through me... it just seems
so negative and such a controlling aspect of being a counselor and that’s not what
it is today.
Instead, she felt that she was walking alongside students to support their needs, provide
guidance, and be an advocate. Later, when asking Carlisle to explain the criteria for
consideration in the school’s IB DP and its potential connection to gatekeeping, she
responded:
So, I guess we are gatekeeping those students that don’t have those requirements
or they don’t have the grades, but they would never be successful. I mean, we
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would be doing a real disservice to students allowing them to come into the
program not having done well in middle school because they’re not going to be
able to handle the rigor.
This discrepancy in the pilot study provided a cue that potential implicit biases from
school counselors or other school faculty may be an element of the phenomenon of
gatekeeping in the actual study.
In the focus group, the participants offered different perspectives of how
gatekeeping may be understood by other participants. Songbird mentioned that because
gatekeeping is perceived as negative, it is likely that other participants may use
alternative terms like “qualifier,” “prerequisite,” or “application process,” all of which
were still barriers. Summer also shared experiences of advocating for students to be in IB
courses when teachers presented biases:
So, when the teacher comes down to, ‘Hey, you know, I don’t think they’re ready
for this. I don’t think they’re built to do this. Can you switch them out?’… They
don’t want to teach that student, so I’ve had those tough conversations to say,
‘You know, this kid can do it if they made the it a decision…’ Then the teacher
gets quiet.
She reported feeling frustrated about experiencing resistance and biases from teachers but
was firm in her advocacy for the student. She also shared that her school instituted
“workshops with teachers about the biases that they may be aware of or the biases they’re
not even aware that they have with students,” which was helpful in the process of
building an equity-focused vision for the school’s IB program. Further, Wade
conceptualized gatekeeping as ensuring that parents and students have the information to
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make informed decisions about the IB program and its value. “I think our biggest
challenge is helping parents understand the program, and help their children, and be
advocates for their children…” There is an element of buy-in required not only by the
school faculty but also the families of the students who consider and are in the IB DP.
In summary, the pilot study served its purpose and more by informing changes to
the procedural aspects of conducting the individual interviews and focus groups as well
as confirming the significance of and rationale for the proposed research study.
Sampling
The target population for this study is U.S. public high school counselors who are
employed in IB World schools with IB DPs and have experience working with
underrepresented students identified as students of racial and ethnic minority groups,
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and/or students who are first in their
families to attend college. All participants in this study were over the age of 18.
In qualitative research, sampling is not intended to be generalizable (Hays &
Singh, 2012), but instead it is purposive, and its depth and breadth depends on the
research tradition being used. Purposive or purposeful sampling is a technique often used
in qualitative research for selecting groups or individuals with specific knowledge a
particular phenomenon of interest and can provide rich information about their
experiences (Palinkas et al., 2015). According to Polkinghorne (2005), selection of
participants in qualitative research are
purposeful and sought out; the selection should not be random or left to chance.
The concern is not how much data were gathered or from how many sources, but
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whether the data that were collected are sufficiently rich to bring refinement and
clarity to understanding an experience (p. 140).
Thus, purposive sampling offered the opportunity to choose and learn from informationrich cases for in-depth study (Polkinghorne, 2005).
Specifically, a purposive, criterion-based sampling method was utilized for this
study. The researcher selected high school counselors IB Diploma Program schools in
five U.S. states: Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Texas. These five states
approximately met or exceeded the U.S. national average of Black/African American and
Hispanic/Latino students in the 12 to 17 age group in 2018, according to the Kids Count
Data Center by The Annie E. Casey Foundation, a national data source of the well-being
of children and families in the United States (see https://datacenter.kidscount.org/). This
criterion sampling method was used to target participants in U.S. states who may have
experience interacting and working with populations of students from underrepresented
backgrounds. Further, Black/African American and Hispanic/Latino students were
selected as they are two historically underrepresented groups in IB DPs (Theokas &
Saaris, 2013) and other academically rigorous programs, such as Advanced Placement
(Patrick et al., 2020). Further, if biases were potentially a part of the gatekeeping process,
as noted by participants from the pilot study, students’ race/ethnicity influenced
educators’ biases in previous studies (e.g., Akos & Kretchmar, 2016; Cicourel & Kitsuse,
1963; Francis et al., 2018).
Participants were eligible to participate if they met the following criteria:
(a) Are at least 18 years of age
(b) Are employed as a professional school counselor in a U.S. public high school
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(c) Are employed in an authorized International Baccalaureate (IB) World School
with a Diploma Program (DP)
(d) Have at least two years of professional experience in an IB Diploma Program
(e) Have experience working with underrepresented student populations in the IB
Diploma Program, specifically students who are from racial/ethnic minority
groups, from low-income families, and are first-generation college students.
The purpose of using these specific criteria was to ensure that participants would be
willing to share their understandings of gatekeeping within the context of working in an
IB DP program with underrepresented student populations.
Researchers have described various recommendations for participant sample size
in phenomenological research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Dukes, 1984; Guetterman,
2018; Polkinghorne, 1989; Starks & Trinidad, 2007). For individual interviews, Starks
and Trinidad (2007) recommended one to 10 participants, Creswell and Creswell (2018)
and Dukes (1984) recommended three to 10 participants, and Polkinghorne (1989)
recommended five to 25 participants. Further, Guetterman (2018) reported a mean
sample size of 15 in a sample of phenomenological research studies in the education
field, and other researchers reported that 12 individual interviews were optimal to reach
saturation, though the concept of saturation is not the purpose of phenomenological
studies (Guest et al., 2006; Saunders et al., 2018).
Researchers have made various recommendations about the number of individuals
to be included in focus groups, though there is not strict rule (Guest et al., 2013). Hays
and Singh (2012) recommended six to 12 participants, Kress and Shoffner (2007)
recommended eight to 12 participants, and Birks and Mills (2011) recommended a
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minimum of two or more participants. Further, researchers reported that published studies
in the health field using focus groups insufficiently reported sample sizes; however,
among the reviewed publications, the number of focus groups conducted varied (M = 8.4,
Mdn = 5, Range = 1 to 96; Carlsen & Glenton, 2011). In another review of empirical
studies using focus groups, researchers found that more than 80% of themes could be
identified within three to six focus groups, and 90% of themes were discoverable within
three to six focus groups (Guest et al., 2017).
In phenomenological research, sample sizes do not require a large quantity and
are unlike quantitative methods, since the purpose of qualitative research is not
generalizability (Finlay, 2011). Starks and Trinidad (2007) recommended, “Data from
only a few individuals who have experienced the phenomenon—and who can provide a
detailed account of their experience—might suffice to uncover its core elements…
because an individual person can generate hundreds or thousands of concepts” (pp. 13741375). The size of the sample is considered adequate when interpretations are visible and
clear and new information does not provide further new findings and meanings (Benner,
1994). Sample sizes are not a summative process, but data collection ceases when a
“place of sensible meaning” has been reached and are “free of inner contradictions, for
the moment” (Laverty, 2003, p. 9).
Recruitment
The researcher contacted via email school counselors in IB Diploma Program
schools in five states: Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Texas. The researcher
contacted school counselors and/or administrators and IB coordinators (to pass along to
school counselors, if school counselor contact information was unavailable) in a total of
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249 U.S public IB World Schools with Diploma Programs in the five identified states.
The names and contact information for each school was retrieved through a publicly
available list of IB schools from the International Baccalaureate Organization website.
The researcher emailed approximately 1,262 total high school counselors in IB DPs.
The researcher sent a recruitment email (see Appendix C) to prospective
participants two times with information about the study and link to a demographic
questionnaire via Qualtrics, which was used as a screening tool for participation to
establish inclusion criteria to ensure that a homogeneous sample is obtained to reveal
what an experience means to a particular group (Patton, 2002). The demographic
questionnaire included the informed consent form (see Appendix D), and after
completion, the participants were welcome to complete the demographic questionnaire.
Questions on the demographic questionnaire included (but not limited to): name,
pseudonym selection, age, current job title, caseload size, professional
training/experience, school location (e.g., urban, suburban, rural), year of Diploma
Program authorization by the International Baccalaureate Organization, approximate total
number of students in the IB Diploma program and total enrolled in the 11th and 12th
grades, level of involvement with IB Diploma program, level of work with students from
underrepresented backgrounds (e.g., by student race/ethnicity, income, and firstgeneration college student status), and interest in interview formats (i.e., individual, focus
group, and/or submission of documents). (See Appendix E for Demographics
Questionnaire.) The researcher created an average score of the school counselors’ level of
involvement in the IB DP and work with underrepresented students, and selected
participants based on school counselors who worked with underrepresented students in
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the IB DP. The researcher informed participants that completion of the demographic
questionnaire guarantees neither selection for and participation in the study nor the
incentive.
After interested participants completed the demographics questionnaire, selected
participants were contacted by email with an invitation to participate in this investigation.
If the participants wished to volunteer, they were then emailed a link to a second
Qualtrics survey that asked for a preferred email address and phone number for contact
for the study and receipt of the incentive, dates and times for individual interview or
focus group participation, and a request that each participant share a document from their
school. All participants also received information about the purpose of the study,
potential risks and rewards for involvement, and another copy of the informed consent
form to provide assurance of ethical processes of data collection and consent process
(Levitt et al., 2018).
Researchers have found that incentives matter in increasing participants’
willingness to participate qualitative research (Friedman et al., 2015; Kelly et al., 2017).
A study by Friedman et al. (2015) found that financial incentives were reported as top
motivators for increasing participation in clinical trials among rural and urban
populations. Moreover, in a study of participants’ willingness to participate in a
hypothetical qualitative review based on various incentive types (e.g., no incentive, a
nonmonetary incentive, $25.00, $50.00, or $75.00), the randomized experiment
demonstrated that all three monetary incentives resulted in greater willingness to
participate than the no incentive and nonmonetary incentive conditions, and participants
in the $75.00 condition were more willing to participate than participants in the $25.00
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condition (Kelly et al., 2017). The researchers found no differences between the no
incentive and nonmonetary incentive condition and $50.00 and $75.00 condition, and
suggested that participants may generally expect approximately $50.00 as an adequate
compensation for a 90-minute interview (Kelly et al., 2017). Therefore, to thank
participants for their participation in this study, participants were offered varying
amounts of an electronic Amazon gift card as an incentive after completing all phases of
data collection, depending on their contribution. Those that participated in the individual
interview received a $30.00 Amazon e-gift card for an approximately 60-minute
individual interview, and participants in the focus group received a $40.00 Amazon e-gift
card for an approximately 90-minute focus group interview. Participants did not receive
an incentive if they did not complete the study, and participants did not receive an
incentive for only submitting a document.
Participants
In total, 23 participants (N = 23) participated in the study. The researcher
interviewed 14 participants for the individual interviews (n = 14, 60.9%) and conducted
two focus groups with a total of nine participants. The first focus group included five
participants (n = 5) and the second focus group included four participants (n = 4). The
number of individual interviews conducted met the minimum recommended sample size
for a phenomenological study, and the total number of focus groups also supported the
purpose of the study. Nineteen females (n = 19, 82.6%) and four males (n = 4, 17.4%)
participated in this study. The participants’ ages ranged from 33 to 65 years (M = 42.1,
Mdn = 39.0, SD = 8.1). Of the 23 participants, most participants identified as White (n =
17, 73.9%), followed by Black/African (n = 5, 21.7%) and Hispanic/Latino (n = 1, 4.3%).
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Across the five selected U.S. states, most were from New York (n = 8, 34.8%), followed
by Florida (n = 7, 30.4%), Texas (n = 4, 17..4%), Illinois (n = 3, 13.0%), and New Jersey
(n = 1, 4.3%). (The U.S. state of each participant was excluded from the demographics
tables to protect the confidentiality of participants and ensure anonymity.) The total years
of experience in school counseling ranged from four to 25 years (M = 12.1, Mdn = 11.0,
SD = 6.0), and the total years of school counseling experience in a school with an IB DP
ranged from one to 20 years (M = 7.6, Mdn = 6.0, SD = 4.5). The participants’ school
settings also varied with most working in suburban school settings (n = 12, 52.2%),
followed by urban school settings (n = 8, 34.8%) and rural school settings (n = 3, 13.0%).
Tables 5 and 6 further details the demographics and descriptions of each participant from
the individual interviews and focus groups, respectively.
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Age

33

42

35

49

37

36

49

39

33

Pseudonym

Kate

Dr. M

KSmith

Harrisse

Sonja

Lynn

L.O.G.

Logan

Smo

White

Hispanic/Latino

White

White

White

Black/African
American

White

White

White

Race/Ethnicity

F

M

M

F

F

F

F

F

F

Gender

Participant Demographics of Individual Interviews

Table 5
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Professional School
Counselor

School Counselor

School Counselor and IB
CAS Coordinator

School Counselor

IB Diploma Programme
Coordinator and School
Counselor

Professional School
Counselor

IB School Counselor

College & Career
Counselor

School Counselor

Title

Homeroom

Grade level

Grade level

Last names

Grade level

Last names

All IB students

All students

All IB students

Caseload
Assignment

8/1

11 / 6

25 / 20

6/6

10 / 5

5/5

9/9

15 / 4

6/5

Total Years of
Experience as
School
Counselor and
Years in an IB
DP

Urban

Suburban

Urban

Rural

Urban

Urban

Suburban

Suburban

Suburban

School
Locale

37

37

65

43

43

Tiffany

Mark

Alibel

Sandy

Mrs. Smith

White

Black/African
American

White

White

Black/African
American

F

F

F

M

F
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School Counselor

High School Counselor

School Counselor

School Counselor

Counselor

Grade level and
last names

Last names

Academic
pathways

Grade level

Advisory

17 / 6

13 / 6

10 / 10

8/7

6/6

Suburban

Urban

Suburban

Rural

Urban

Age

36

49

37

56

39

40

53

43

37

Pseudonym

Rocky

Jedi

Nicole

Laura

Jen

Philup

Gabriella

Mrs. H

Noel

White

F

F

F

Black/African
American
White

M

F

F

F

F

F

Gender

White

White

White

Black/African
American

White

White

Race/Ethnicity

Participant Demographics of Focus Groups

Table 6
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School Counselor and
Department Chair

School Counselor

School Counselor

School Counselor

School Counselor

Guidance Counselor

School Counselor and
IB Coordinator

High School Counselor

School Counselor

Title

20 / 4

4/4

Total Years of
Experience as
School
Counselor and
in IB DP

Last name

Heterogenous
caseloads

Grade level

Last name

Grade level

All IB students

13 / 13

20 / 14

25 / 15

14 / 2

8/8

14 / 8

All IB 11th and
12 / 10
th
12 grade students

All students (sole
school counselor)

Risk factors,
truancy issues

Caseload
Assignment

Suburban

Suburban

Urban

Suburban

Suburban

Suburban

Urban

Suburban

Rural

School
Locale

Data Collection
Data collection in qualitative studies involves capturing rich data and thick descriptions,
or in-depth and detailed descriptions about the contexts and experiences of participants with the
purpose of providing “enough interpretive depth and detail that the reader can generalize
findings to a narrowed context or can replicate the study in another setting” (Hays & Singh,
2012, p. 8). To obtain rich, thick descriptions of high school counselors’ lived experiences of
gatekeeping of underrepresented students in IB DPs, multiple data collection methods were used
as a means of triangulating data from individual interviews. The following data collection
methods were utilized in this study: (a) demographics questionnaire, (b) semi-structured
individual interviews, (c) focus group, and (d) document review.
Demographics Questionnaire
Demographics questionnaires provide profile data and contextual information about
participants, and relevant demographic information can be used to help explain underlying
perceptions of individual participants as well as comparisons and contrasts in perceptions among
participants (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). For the school counselors who expressed interest in
participating in the study, they were provided with a link to complete a brief questionnaire of
demographic information in Qualtrics before being considered for participation in the study. The
intention of the demographic questionnaire was to collect profile data of the participants as well
as information about their work with underrepresented students in schools with IB DP programs
and courses as a means of screening their eligibility for the study. The demographics
questionnaire asked the participants about the following: (a) name, (b) pseudonym selection, (c)
preferred contact information (i.e., email address and phone number), (d) age, (e) race/ethnicity,
(f) gender, (g) U.S. state of current practice, (h) title of current position, (i) professional training,
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(j) approximate caseload size and caseload assignment method, (k) years of experience as a
school counselor and in IB DPs, (l) school location, (m) school type, (n) data about IB DP
authorization and enrollment, (o) perceived level of involvement in the IB DP, (p) perceived
level of work with students who are from racial/ethnic minority groups, from low socioeconomic
statuses, and are first generation college students, and (q) inquiry of interest in participating in
either/both the individual interview or/and focus group. (See Appendix E for a copy of the
Demographic Questionnaire.)
Semi-Structured Individual Interviews
Individual interviews with participants was selected as the primary data collection
method for this qualitative phenomenological research study. Individual interviews are the most
widely used approach for the production of qualitative data and a commonly preferred data
collection method for understanding unexplored and underexplored phenomena (Hays & Singh,
2012; Polkinghorne, 2005). The purpose of collecting interview-based data is to gain full and
detailed accounts and rich, thick descriptions of the participants’ perspectives of the phenomena
under study (Polkinghorne, 2005), which is also consistent with the social constructivist research
paradigm of this study. Further, interviewing is the typical method to conduct a
phenomenological investigation, involving “informal, interactive processes, and open-ended
comments and questions” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 114).
For the purpose of this study, a semi-structured interview was used with open-ended
questions. A semi-structured interview includes an established interview protocol as a guide for
the interview process yet allows for flexibility for the sequence and pace of the interview as well
as space for the participants to share relevant and in-depth insights and say in the interview
structure and process (Hays & Singh, 2012). The flexibility of the semi-structured interview
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aligns not only with the methodological flexibility of the transcendental phenomenological
research tradition, but also the acknowledgement of multiple realities and participants
subjectivity of the social constructivist research paradigm (Hays & Wood, 2011; Hunt, 2011;
Moustakas, 1994). Although Moustakas (1994) recommended a general interview guide of broad
questions to facilitate obtaining rich descriptions of the participants’ experience of the
phenomenon, there is no recommended number of interview questions due to the flexible nature
of phenomenological interviewing. Hays and Singh (2012) recommended an interview protocol
with approximately five to 10 questions, and Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) recommended a list
of 12 to 15 questions. Rather than a focus on quantity of interview questions, it is most important
that each question in the interview protocol align with the major research question of the study.
As a preliminary test of the interview protocol use, the researcher sought feedback from
committee members and colleagues and conducted two pilot interviews to revise and finalize the
interview protocol to result in eight guiding interview questions (see Appendix F).
The interview questions were related to school counselors lived experiences of
gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented students in the IB DP. In total, 47 individuals (n
= 47) responded to the demographics questionnaire to express interest in participating in either or
both the individual interview or focus group interview, and of the 47 participants, 32 individuals
(n = 32, 68.1%) expressed interest in participating in only the individual interview. Of the 32
participants, 31 (n = 31, 96.9%) were deemed eligible for participation after completing the
initial demographic questionnaire, and then, 14 participants (n = 14) followed through in
participating in the individual interviews. Individual interviews were conducted via phone to
ensure confidentiality and anonymity. Each participant was contacted if they met the eligibility
requirements after completing the initial demographic questionnaire, which was used as a
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screening tool. To invite participants, the researcher emailed each participant with a link to
another copy of the informed consent form to be completed prior to the phone interview (see
Appendix G) and a second link to Calendly to schedule an individual interview based on their
preference. Prior to the scheduled interview, the researcher also sent a reminder email to each
participant. After each participant acknowledged the informed consent and agreed to participate
in the study, the interviews were audio-recorded and used the semi-structured interview protocol
(see Appendix F), and follow-up questions were elicited as appropriate for further clarification.
During each interview, the researcher took notes or made memos. Each individual interview was
about 60 to 75 minutes. After each individual interview, participants were sent a $30 Amazon egift card. Transcripts were professionally transcribed by Rev.com (Rev, n.d.). According to Rev
(n.d.), transcription professionals transcribe the submitted transcripts and the completed
transcripts undergo a quality review. Further, customer privacy and security are maintained
through encryptions, rigorous employee training and screening, and guidance from the published
General Data Protection Regulation to handle personally identifiable information (Rev, n.d.).
Focus Group Interviews
Historically, focus group research have been used to develop survey instruments and as a
tool for market research, and research has shown that focus groups are a useful qualitative
methodology in the field of counseling (Kress & Shoffner, 2007). In qualitative research, focus
groups, or group interviews, is a form naturalistic data collection method based on a facilitated
group discussion about individual and shared social or cultural experiences regarding a topic of
study and to obtain information about a opinions, attitudes, beliefs, and insights from a group of
participants (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Hays & Singh, 2012; Kress & Shoffner, 2007). Focus
groups can also serve as a forum for researchers to share emerging data and receive feedback
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from participants about the emergent conceptual categories, and obtain several perspectives
about the same topic (Morrow, 2005; Sargent et al., 2017). Because focus groups intend to
generate data from the interactions of participants, this data collection method is consistent with
the social constructivist research paradigm, which acknowledges the multiple perspectives and
voices of participants as related to a social phenomenon that is underrepresented in the literature
(Hays & Singh, 2012). Further, consistent with phenomenology, the collection and inclusion of
various forms of expression can help with further insights about the essences of the lived
experiences of a phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).
The uniqueness of focus group research is an important highlight due to the variety of
data potentially collected from individuals, groups, and interactions. Researchers have suggested
that three types of data arise from focus group (i.e., individual, group, and group interaction
data), which contribute to richness of data (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). Moreover, as a means of
thematic analysis, data from focus group transcriptions can also include articulated, attributional,
and emergent data (Massey, 2011). Articulated data includes participants’ direct responses to the
interview questions. Attributional data examines the content of what is directly said or not said
by participants and connects the focus group discussions to the research question and a priori
literature review and theories. Emergent data is information about meanings, group processes,
and norms that add insight regarding the research topic of focus. Massey (2011) highlighted the
importance of noticing the convergence and/or divergence of articulated, attributional, and
emergent data that may occur in the data analysis. By viewing, participating in, and reading
transcriptions of the focus groups, the focus group method allows the researcher to collect direct
and indirect and explicit and implicit forms of data that will offer rich descriptions and in-depth
and comprehensive understandings about gatekeeping of underrepresented students from the
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perspectives of high school counselors in IB DP schools (Hays & Singh, 2012). Further, the
focus groups as a means of triangulation also allowed for participants to provide their feedback
regarding results from the individual interviews (Barbour & Morgan, 2017), thus, only some
findings were shared due to time limitations.
Focus group process. A recommended length of a focus group is about one to two hours,
and the focus group is facilitated by a moderator (Kress & Shoffner, 2007). The researcher
served as the moderator, and encouraged participation and interactions within the group, probed
for details or additional information as needed, and facilitated a focused direction about the topic
(i.e., school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping for underrepresented students in IB DPs;
Kress & Shoffner, 2007; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). In this study, each focus group was
approximately 90 minutes in length, and the participants of the focus group were purposefully
selected based on the established criteria. The participants in the focus group were different from
those that participated in the individual interviews, which yielded diversity in the insights,
experiences, and information provided by participants. As a preliminary test of the focus group
interview protocol use, the researcher sought feedback from committee members and colleagues
and conducted one pilot focus group interviews to revise and finalize the interview protocol to
result in six guiding interview questions (see Appendix I).
Participants who responded to the initial demographics questionnaire and expressed
interest in participating in the focus group were screened for fit and invited for participation. As
previously mentioned, in total, 47 individuals (n = 47) responded to the demographics
questionnaire to express interest in participating in either or both the individual interview or
focus group interview, and of the 47 participants, 15 individuals (n = 15, 31.9%) expressed
interest in participating in the focus group interview. In the first focus group, six participants
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confirmed interest and completed all procedures and forms, and five participants actually
participated. In the second focus group, seven participants confirmed interest and completed all
procedures and forms, and four participants actually participated. In total, two focus groups took
place with a total of nine participants.
The researcher sent individual e-mails to prospective participants that included another
informed consent form link via Qualtrics, which described the purpose of the study and invited
their participation in the study (see Appendix H), and a second link to a Doodle to mark
preferred times for participation in the video-based focus group. Prior to the focus group, the
researcher emailed each participant to confirm the date and time of the focus group interview and
inform the participant about recording procedures of the video call. After each participant
acknowledged the informed consent and agreed to participate in the study, the interviews were
video-recorded using Zoom Pro (Zoom, 2020) and used the semi-structured focus group
interview protocol (see Appendix I), and follow-up questions were elicited as appropriate for
further clarification. During the focus group, the researcher took notes or made memos. At the
completion of each interview, the video recorded focus group was transcribed by Rev (Rev,
n.d.), and each participant was sent a $40 Amazon e-gift card.
Document Reviews
In qualitative research studies, documents may be used to supplement interviews and
corroborate other data collection methods (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Documents can include diverse texts, visual images, archival data, and artifacts (Hays & Singh,
2012). Researchers have reported that document reviews can offer a major form of data to
address research questions and have potential for theorizing (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019;
Charmaz, 2014). Document reviews are appropriate data collection methods in
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phenomenological research (Creswell & Poth, 2018), and document reviews also connect to
social constructivism approach since documents include co-constructed data and materials based
on the specific contexts in which the documents were developed and shaped (Charmaz, 2014).
Because documents are physical evidence of social constructions, they are the results of
interactive and contextual processes, and each artifact has a meaning and reason for its presence
(Saldaña, 2016). “Documents are ‘social products’ that must be examined critically because they
reflect the interests and perspectives of their authors” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 130, as
cited in Saldaña, 2016) and carry “values and ideologies, either intended or not” (Hitchcock &
Hughes, 1995, p. 231, as cited in Saldaña, 2016). Documents are useful because they are
representations and facades of an organization’s publicized reputation and claimed objectives,
highlighting positive characteristics while downplaying less likeable characteristics (Beuving &
de Vries, 2014; Charmaz, 2014). Thus, it is important to approach written or printed documents
with caution because they may intend to reflect objectivity, but may instead present a particular
angle (Beuving & de Vries, 2014). Documents may be subjective or incomplete, and thus, may
not present objective data as documents “are produced by interested parties to suit their own
views and preconceptions” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019, p. 196).
For the purpose of this study, the researcher sought extant documents, which does not
involve the researcher’s influence of the construction of such documents, such as public records
or policy documents (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). For participants who were eligible and invited
to participate in the study, the researcher requested any copies of school-based policy documents
for this study, specifically documents that specify protocols, requirements, and policies for
consideration in IB DPs. It is possible that criteria for consideration in IB DPs may be written in
one way but may not necessarily reflect the exact actions and processes that take place in the
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schools by the high school counselors who work with students in IB DPs. The document review
of the provided documents added value to the research study because this data collection method
not only contributed to triangulation as a measure of trustworthiness in this study, but also
offered another perspective that corroborated and added to the participants’ experiences of
gatekeeping within the contexts of their school settings. As for the number of documents
requested from participants, Bengtsson (2016) reported, “There are no established criteria when
using content analysis for the size of a unit of analysis, neither the number of informants or
objects to study, nor the number of pages based on the informants' own written text or
transcribed data” (p. 10). Further, the researcher requested documents but did not require
submission of documents for participation in the study.
In this study, the researcher requested participants to share one extant public document,
such as school or district policy guidelines, student handbook, school website information, or a
related document, that describes the written protocol, requirements, or policies for recruitment,
selection, and success in IB DPs for IB Diploma and Course candidates at the participants’
respective school settings. Alternatively, if participants are unable to provide or access the
document, they were provided with the opportunity to narratively describe in writing the
approximated protocol, requirements, and policies for recruitment, selection, and success in IB
DPs for both IB Diploma and Course candidates, if applicable. Although this alternative data
collection method presents a limitation as it may not be a formal document, this alternative still
offered an opportunity to value the participants’ experiences and emphasize the socially
constructed views of the participants’ understanding of the protocols, requirements, or policies
for consideration for IB DPs in their schools.
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Only documents submitted by participants in the individual interviews were included for
this study, as these participants had an opportunity to explain or clarify aspects of their submitted
documents during the interview. All participants provided at least one document for review, and
three participants shared two documents. For reasons of confidentiality and protecting the
anonymity of participants, participants were neither identified with their submitted documents
nor connected to specific content of their submitted documents. From a total of 17 submitted
documents for review, seven were school handbooks or school-based policy documents, five
were pages from school websites, and three were components of an application form (e.g., actual
application form, teacher and counselor recommendation forms). In addition, two participants
selected to send an email in lieu of submitting a school-based document.
Appendix J presents criteria for consideration for the IB DP from the 17 participantsubmitted school-based documents and elucidates the content and frequency of specific and
explicitly mentioned criteria for consideration, presented in highest to lowest frequency. (It is
possible that there may be other criteria used for consideration, but only criteria explicitly
mentioned in the shared documents were accounted for.)
Of the 14 participants’ schools, which were represented by their submitted documents,
there were on average 4.4 criteria (Mdn = 3.5 criteria) within a range from zero to at most 12
criteria used to consider students for the IB DP. Documents submitted by three participants
explicitly stated that the school did not use any criteria for entry into the IB DP. Based on
frequency counts of reported specific criteria used to consider students for the IB DP, a majority
of schools likely used minimum GPA requirements, followed by test scores, completion of
application forms (despite some schools having an open enrollment policy), and assessment of
preferred or recommended student dispositions for success in the IB DP (e.g., willing to seek
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challenges, integrity, dedication). Other criteria often considered were assessing students’ history
of schooling, including advanced or rigorous course-taking, school attendance, recommendations
from core academic teachers, as well as assessing students’ future commitment through a
meeting or interview, which also often included parents/guardians, school counselors, and IB
coordinators. Further, though not included in Appendix J, some schools’ documents articulated
conditions for remaining in the IB DP, such as GPA maintenance, completion of major IB
program requirements (i.e., MYP Personal Project), or participation in extracurricular or athletic
activities.
Data Analysis
After transcripts were transcribed and documents were collected, the researcher moved
forward with data analysis. Individual and focus group interviews were analyzed using the
Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method of analysis (Moustakas, 1994), and document reviews were
analyzed using summative content analysis.
Analysis of Individual Interviews
Data was analyzed using the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method of analysis of
phenomenological data which is often used with transcendental phenomenology (Moustakas,
1994). First, I engaged in epoche or bracketing by describing my own experience of the
phenomenon of gatekeeping, which was highlighted in the “Researcher as Instrument” section
within this chapter. By describing my experiences, I was able to bring awareness to and set aside
my biases and experiences to focus on the experiences of the participants in the research study. I
continued ongoing reflection in my reflexive journal throughout the data collection and analysis
processes using a password-protected digital journal.
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After conducting each interview, the interviews were transcribed using Rev (Rev, n.d.).
Based on a thorough literature review of gatekeeping, an a priori codebook was developed as a
result of frequency coding using the ATLAS.ti software (Atlas.ti, 2020), which resulted in 11 a
priori codes. Table 7 displays the a priori codes that were expected to develop in the interviews.
Individual transcripts were coded using ATLAS.ti software for data management (Atlas.ti,
2020).
Table 7
A Priori Codebook
A Priori Code

Definition

Related Terminology

Access

Permitting or not permitting connections
to educational opportunities (and
the impacts of such access), thus
including some and excluding
others (locking qualified students
out)

enrollment; capital
(relationship to gatekeeper);
selection; decision makers or
decision making; inclusion;
exclusion; permission;
restrictive; unequal

Bias

Negative perceptions held by educators
about student ability or capacity
based on stereotypes or limited
contextual understandings.

discriminatory; mentality;
perception; attitude

"… unconscious biases frequently creep
into decision making processes
which can affect people at the
receiving end of those decisions in
inequitable ways" (Smith, 2011, p.
802).
Criteria

Eligibility requirements as a standard for
consideration or identification;
Use of meritocratic determinants

test requirements; gatekeeper
course; filter or measure;
invitation; nomination;
recommendation; screening;
selection

Double bind

Counselors serve as advocates, yet they
must also fulfill or undertake the
institution's requirements.

struggle; difficulty

119

Gatekeeper as
opposite of
advocate

Counselors that uphold the status quo and
inequities than breaking barriers to
access educational opportunities.

barriers; upholding status quo;
overlook; unequal

Gatekeeper as
advocates

Gatekeepers are positioned to advocate for facilitators
students.

Gatekeeping
leads to
tracking

Inequitable grouping of students by ability tracking; pathways

Institutional
gatekeeping

Systemic barriers placed by schools,
school districts, and other larger
systems

systemic barriers

Power

Being in a position of power or ability to
make determinations about access
or lack thereof

control

School
counselors as
gatekeepers

Previous literature has named school
counselors as "gatekeepers"

n/a

School
counselors may
not view
themselves as
gatekeepers

Gatekeeping may not be a universal
experience that all school
counselors understand, are aware
of, or identify with

n/a

After completing the coding process, I developed an Excel sheet of significant,
nonrepetitive, and nonoverlapping statements, which were the invariant horizons or meaning
units of the experience of gatekeeping (Moustakas, 1994). This was also known as the
horizontalization of data and resulted in 2,070 horizons. The list of significant statements was
then clustered by related invariant meaning units into categories and then themes. There were 75
categories identified, which finally resulted in three themes. Throughout this process, the list of
horizons, categories, and themes were also shared with the peer debriefer to ensure validation of
the data.
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After identifying the final themes, I included verbatim examples to synthesize the data
and provide a textural description of the experience, or what happened, and then I drafted a
description of the structural description, or how the experience happened, within the context in
which the phenomenon of gatekeeping was experienced (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas,
1994). The textural description highlighted what high school counselors experienced with the
phenomenon of gatekeeping, and the structural description described how the experience of the
phenomenon of gatekeeping occurred, such as the underlying dynamics of gatekeeping, how
their feelings and thoughts connected to gatekeeping, and the conditions connected to
gatekeeping (Moustakas, 1994). Then, the textural and structural descriptions of the participants’
experiences were integrated to develop a composite textural-structural description of the
meanings and essences of the experience (Moustakas, 1994). The textural-structural description
provided a comprehensive understanding of how school counselors experienced the phenomenon
of gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented students in the IB DP. After the completion
of data analysis for the individual interviews, the researcher proceeded to code the focus group
transcripts and review the submitted documents as means of triangulation of the data from the
individual interviews.
Analysis of Focus Groups
The focus group interviews were intended as a means of triangulation the findings from
the individual interviews. Focus groups can be combined with individual interviews as an
additional methodological step for comparison, as the data obtained from both data collection
methods are different and complementary means of constructing meaning and supporting the
interpretation of the data (Barbour & Morgan, 2017). Moreover, the focus groups allowed
participants to share (i.e., connecting remarks with others’ similar remarks) and compare (i.e.,
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differentiating elements of the topic with others’ remarks), which allowed for expansion of the
content of the ongoing conversation about school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping
(Morgan, 2012). After conducting each focus group interview, the interviews were transcribed
using Rev. Like with the individual interviews, I first engaged in epoche or bracketing by
describing my own experience of the phenomenon of gatekeeping. By describing my
experiences, I was able to bring awareness to and set aside my biases and experiences to focus on
the experiences of the participants in the research study. I continued ongoing reflection in my
reflexive journal throughout the data collection and analysis processes using a passwordprotected digital journal.
After coding the individual interviews and developing the subsequent categories and
themes, I used the categories and themes as a priori codes when coding the focus group
transcripts. After completing the coding process, the codes were compared to the a priori codes
to look for similarities and differences when comparing feedback from the focus group
participants and the individual interviews. The results from the focus groups were included in the
Results section (see Chapter Four) to support or extend the themes from the individual
interviews.
Analysis of Documents Reviews
Content analysis was used to review the documents submitted by participants.
Specifically, summative content analysis involves counting keywords or content of related to the
phenomenon of interest, and involves latent content analysis, or searching for underlying
meanings or alternative terms related to the keywords and content of interest (Hsieh & Shannon,
2005). Content analysis aligns with the purpose of phenomenological inquiry as this approach is
directly linked to understanding the phenomenon of interest. Document reviews also align with
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the social constructivist paradigm due to the social complexity of the multiple perspectives
presented, as these additional data sources will help to further build rich, thick descriptions to
understand the phenomenon. Content analysis of documents allows researchers to work closely
with the data to reveal insights related to the research problem and question (Hsieh & Shannon,
2005). Although summative content analysis can provide basic insights about the use of words in
documents, a limitation is that such an approach does not look at the broader meanings present in
the data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). For the purpose of this study, summative content analysis was
appropriate as the intention was not to look at the broader meanings presented in the provided
school-based documents, but rather to seek specific information from the provided school
documents about student eligibility criteria for consideration for the IB Diploma Program within
the school contexts.
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness is defined as a set of criteria to determine the quality and research
integrity of qualitative inquiry (Lambie & Ascher, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwandt,
2001). Trustworthiness represents “the idea that the evaluation of the worth of a qualitative
research presentation is based in the judgments of its readers and its ability to be presented to
them in a convincing manner” (Levitt et al., 2018, p. 32). In other words, trustworthiness reflects
methodological integrity, standards, and criteria that help researchers, participants, and audiences
to trust the quality and rigor of the research (Levitt et al., 2018). Seminal research from Lincoln
and Guba (1985) posited four criteria for determining trustworthiness: truth value, applicability,
consistency, and neutrality. Later researchers mirrored Lincoln and Guba’s criteria of
trustworthiness with credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, respectively,
while also adding additional criteria, including authenticity, coherence, sampling adequacy,
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ethical validation, substantive validation, and creativity (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Hays &
Singh, 2012; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Credibility refers to the believability and accurate representation of participants’ voices in
the study, which is similar to internal validity in quantitative research (Hays & Singh, 2012).
Transferability is most comparable to external validity in quantitative research. Although
external validity seeks to generalize findings to a population, the quantitative sense of
generalizability is neither the goal nor appropriate in qualitative research (Hays & Singh, 2012).
Instead, transferability develops descriptive context-relevant findings that may apply to broader
contexts while remaining true to the authenticity of rich, thick descriptions (Bloomberg & Volpe,
2019). Dependability is analogous to reliability in quantitative research, referring to the
consistency of study results over time and demonstrating connection of findings among similar
studies (Hays & Singh, 2012). Confirmability connects to the notion of objectivity and neutrality
in quantitative research; however, the goal of confirmability in qualitative research is to ensure
that biases and prejudices from the researchers were prevented during the collection, analysis,
and interpretation of the data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Hays & Singh, 2012).
Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested using multiple validation strategies regardless of the
qualitative research approach and recommended that researchers engage in at least two measures
of trustworthiness in any qualitative study. Research strategies that will be utilized to build
trustworthiness by enhancing credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability in this
proposed study will include (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Hays & Singh, 2012; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall & Rossman, 2016):
(a) reflexive journaling, which involved continuous self-reflection of the researcher’s biases
and experiences about the phenomenon throughout the throughout the research process;
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(b) triangulation of data sources, which is the collection of multiple data sources or
perspectives (i.e., demographics questionnaire, semi-structured individual interview,
focus group, and document review) to provide evidence and support for the study’s
interpretations;
(c) member checking, or sharing the transcribed interviews of both the individual interviews
and focus group to the respective participants for their review to determine accuracy of
their voices (see note below);
(d) use of a peer debriefer, or another individual who can conduct an external check and is
familiar with the phenomenon of interest to ensure that the method, data analysis, and
interpretations are unbiased;
(e) an extensive a priori review of the literature.
Table 8 provides an overview of the criteria for trustworthiness matched with the validation
strategies for this proposed study.
Table 8
Overview of Trustworthiness Criteria and Proposed Validation Strategies
Trustworthiness Criteria

Validation Strategies

Credibility

•
•
•
•

Reflexive journaling
Triangulation of data sources
Member checking
Peer debriefing

Transferability

•
•

Purposeful sampling
Rich, thick descriptions

Dependability

•
•

Triangulation
A priori literature review

Confirmability

•
•

Triangulation
Reflexive journaling

Further, it was important to include a brief note about the member checking experience in
this study. After all participants participated in the individual and focus group interviews, the
125

transcripts were transcribed by Rev (Rev, n.d.). Prior to sending transcripts to participants, the
researcher conducted posttranscription checks to ensure the accuracy of the transcription process
(Suzuki et al., 2007). The participants were then emailed a copy of the transcripts with the option
to provide further feedback and include any clarifications. Some participants returned the
transcripts with no or few corrections (e.g., misspellings); however, one participant chose to
remove large sections of their responses from the transcript. This participant did not mention
their reason for removing the identified sections of the transcript, but it seemed that some
removed content included information about student demographics or student issues that the
participant did not intend to share upon reviewing their transcript.
Furthermore, as standards for assessing the quality of a phenomenological study,
Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested that researchers evaluate whether the study completed five
major tasks, and as a result, the researcher has included comments about how each task was
fulfilled in the present study:
(a) Articulating a clear phenomenon of interest (i.e., gatekeeping);
(b) Demonstrating understanding of the phenomenon of interest, which may be done through
a literature review (see Chapter Two of this document);
(c) Utilizing procedures consistent with transcendental phenomenology (i.e., the StevickColaizzi-Keen method of data analysis);
(d) Conveying the overall essence of the experiences of participants regarding the
phenomenon of interest (see Chapter Four of this document); and
(e) Engaging in reflexivity throughout the research study (i.e., see “Researcher as
Instrument” and “Trustworthiness” sections of this chapter).
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Ethical Considerations
I followed the procedures to secure appropriate permissions to conduct the study through
the William & Mary Educational Institutional Review Board (EDIRC) and to protect participants
from harm, assess and explain any potential risks for harm, and treat participants with dignity
and respect (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). A rationale of and
information about the proposed study, participant recruitment, and research methodology was
submitted to William & Mary’s Human Subjects Committee. Participants’ confidentiality will be
protected throughout the study, and particular care was taken in the informed consent process to
avoid jargon and instead use language that would be familiar to the participants. Each participant
was provided an informed consent form that includes the purpose of the study, potential risks and
benefits for participation in the study, incentive information, confidentiality, participant rights
(i.e., their participation as voluntary with the ability to withdraw at any time), and contact
information for committee members (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Participants were also asked
for their consent for audio recording (for interviews) and/or video recording (for focus group).
At the beginning of the study, I disclosed the purpose of the study and informed
participants about their choice to participate or withdraw from the study (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). Participant’s names and emails will be used for initial recruitment and communication
purposes; however, this information will not be associated with their responses. Further, the data
collected in this investigation will be confidential, and I articulated how the data will be used.
After the transcripts from the interviews are completed, the primary researcher will remove any
identifying information (e.g., names, school location, etc.) using pseudonyms. Moreover, since
participants shared school-based documents, they were assured that documents will be used
anonymously with any identifying information marked and removed and destroyed after
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analysis. The participants’ transcriptions and provided documents were stored in a secure space
in which only the researcher will have access. Participants were also offered the opportunity to
ask questions about the study.
As the primary researcher of this study, I also have several ethical responsibilities to the
research study and participants (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). First, I have a responsibility to conduct
the research methodology with fidelity to maintain consistency and ensure results are reflective
of the research paradigm and tradition. Second, I am committed to conducting and producing
high quality work that represents the expectations of the profession and the futures of school
counseling professionals and students who may be impacted by the results of the study.
Limitations
The limitations of this research study posed factors that may affect or restrict the
trustworthiness of research data.
(a) Although self-reflexive journaling will support continued self-reflection throughout the
research process, researcher subjectivity due to the researcher’s personal and professional
experiences connected to gatekeeping may still impact the interpretations and outcomes
of the study.
(b) The nature of self-report in the interviews and focus groups presents a limitation because
participants’ may not be completely authentic and may present biases in what they report;
however, triangulation of data sources offer a means of gathering diverse perspectives
from more participants to understand the phenomenon.
(c) The purposive sampling methods elicit self-selective participation from participants in the
interviews and focus groups, and thus, these participants may be more inclined to share
certain perspectives than participants who may not self-select to participate in the study.
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(d) Offering financial incentives to promote participant recruitment in the proposed study
may impact participation bias because incentivizing can influence who chooses to
participate in the study as well as how participants respond in the interviews, focus
groups, and provision of documents (Hsieh & Kocielnik, 2016).
(e) It is possible that I may not be considering alternative interpretations that are possible
from the results; however, peer debriefing, member checking, and consultations with
committee members helped to provide different perspectives.
(f) Regardless of self-reflexive journaling, the researcher’s positionality may still present a
power differential between the researcher and participants. To mitigate this concern, the
researcher aimed to have conversations that communicate valuing of participants’ voices
to increase comfort and openness during the interview and focus group processes.
Summary
Chapter Three identified the research question, approach (qualitative), theoretical
framework (social constructivism), and research design (transcendental phenomenology) of the
study. Using a transcendental phenomenological approach, the study sought to understand U.S.
high school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented
students in IB DPs. This chapter also detailed the research as instrument and research method,
including data collection and analysis, that are consistent with phenomenology. The results are
outlined in Chapter Four, followed by a discussion in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
The last thing I want is for a kid to say, "Hey, my guidance counselor said I never could do this,
or I wasn't capable of this, and look at me now." I don't want to be remembered as that.
(L.O.G., Participant and School Counselor)
Using social constructivism as a theoretical framework, I employed transcendental
phenomenology to understand the lived experiences of U.S. high school counselors who
experience gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented students in International
Baccalaureate Diploma Programs (IB DPs). The purpose of this study was to examine U.S. high
school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the IB
DPs. The following research question guided the qualitative phenomenological exploration of
this phenomenon: What are U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping with
underrepresented students in IB DPs? The individual semi-structured interviews provided
participants with the opportunity to provide rich, thick descriptions about their experiences as
school counselors in IB DPs who work with underrepresented student populations. Then, the
focus group interviews and document reviews were two additional data sources to triangulate
participants’ experiences.
In this chapter, descriptions of each participant from the individual semi-structured
interviews are included. Next, the findings are presented, which are the themes that emerged
from the high school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented
students. Through the data analysis process, I identified three overarching themes that
encompassed the experiences of these high school counselors. The three themes identified
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include the following: (a) “Pulling” and “Pushing” Underrepresented Students in the IB DP; (b)
Biases about Belonging; and (c) Double Bind. Additionally, the findings of the two focus group
interviews as well as document reviews about criteria for consideration for schools’ IB DPs have
also been included to further illustrate the findings and support the themes of this study. Finally,
according to Moustakas’ tradition of transcendental phenomenological method, the data were
synthesized with textural and structural descriptions that provide a comprehensive presentation
of the findings.
Participant Descriptions from Individual Semi-Structured Interviews
This qualitative phenomenological research study included individual interviews with 14
participants who identified as high school counselors in IB DPs with experiences working with
underrepresented student populations, and thus, met the criteria for participation. The 14
participants were practicing and certified or licensed school counselors in public high schools
with IB DPs in five states: Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Texas. However,
participants were not identified by U.S. state of employment to maintain confidentiality.
Specifically, a purposive, criterion-based sampling method was utilized for this study. These five
selected states approximately met or exceeded the U.S. national average of Black/African
American and Hispanic/Latino students in the 12 to 17 age group in 2018, according to the Kids
Count Data Center by The Annie E. Casey Foundation, a national data source of the well-being
of children and families in the United States (see https://datacenter.kidscount.org/). This criterion
sampling method targeted participants in U.S. states who may have experience interacting and
working with populations of students from underrepresented backgrounds.
Furthermore, the eligible participants were screened using the demographics
questionnaire to identify participants who reported working with underrepresented student
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populations. However, specific contexts and student demographics of each participants’ school
varied regarding meeting the national averages of Black/African American and Hispanic/Latino
student representation. In addition, some general data from the NCES Common Core of Data
have been provided about each participant’s school to share additional contextual information
about the schools’ student racial/ethnic and income demographics. However, comprehensively
detailed data points have been excluded to protect anonymity of participants and schools. Further
identifying information of each participant is presented in Table 5 (see Chapter Three). In
addition, of the participants’ 14 schools across the five U.S. states, seven schools were identified
as school-wide Title I or Title I eligible schools (i.e., at least 40% of students were considered
low-income; U.S. Department of Education, 2016b) and ten schools served predominantly
students of color (i.e., served more students of color than White students). More specifically, five
schools were Title I or Title I eligible schools that served predominantly students of color; five
schools were non-Title I schools that served predominantly students of color; two schools were
Title I or Title I eligible schools that served predominantly White students, and two schools were
non-Title I schools that served predominantly White students. See Table 9 for descriptions of
participants’ schools based on students’ family income and racial/ethnic demographics in their
schools.
Table 9
Descriptions of Participants’ Schools Based on Students’ Family Income and Racial/Ethnic
Demographics
Number of Participants’ Schools
that Met Criterion or Criteria of
Descriptors

Descriptors

School-Wide Title I (only)

5
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Title I Eligible (only)

2

Predominantly Served Students of Color

10

Title I & Predominantly Served Students of Color

5

Title I & Predominantly Served White Students

2

Non-Title I & Predominantly Served Students of Color

5

Non-Title I & Predominantly Served White Students

2

Following are brief descriptions of each participant (identified with participant-selected
pseudonyms) who participated in the individual semi-structured interviews based on their time of
participation in the study.
Kate
Kate was a 33-year-old White female who is a school counselor in a public suburban high
school. She had six years of experience as a professional school counselor, five years of which
she was a school counselor in an IB DP. She had approximately 465 students in her caseload, all
of whom were in the IB Programme. She reported being very often involved in the IB DP in her
school, and very often worked with students who identify as White, Black, Hispanic/Latino,
Black/African American, Asian, and Biracial or Mixed Race. She also reported very often
working with students across varying levels of socioeconomic statuses as well as students who
were first-generation and continuing generation college students. Kate approximated about 1300
students in the 11th and 12th grades with about 465 students in the IB DP in the school.
Additional data from the NCES Common Core of Data showed that the school was a schoolwide Title I high school that served predominantly Hispanic students, followed by about onethird of students who are White and few Black students.
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Dr. M
Dr. M was a 42-year-old White female with a doctoral degree who currently served as a
college and career counselor with approximately 15 years of school counseling experience. Four
of her 15 years of experience had been at her current school with an IB DP, which she described
as a public suburban high school. As the college and career counselor, her caseload included the
entire school of 2000 students. She reported being fairly involved in the IB DP and very often
working with students who identify as White, Hispanic/Latino, Black/African American, and
Asian; fairly often with biracial or mixed-race students; and sometimes with American Indian or
Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students. She also reported very
often working with students across varying levels of socioeconomic statuses as well as students
who were first-generation and continuing generation college students. Dr. M approximated about
1,000 students in the 11th and 12th grades with about 80 students in the IB DP in the school.
Additional data from the NCES Common Core of Data showed that the high school
predominantly served White students, more than one-quarter of whom were Hispanic students.
KSmith
KSmith was a 35-year-old White female who is the IB School Counselor at her school in
which she served for the entirety of her professional school counseling experience of nine years.
She reported having approximately 500 students on her caseload, all of whom are in the IB
Programme. Her school was a public suburban high school, and she reported being very often
involved in the IB DP. KSmith reported very often working with White, Hispanic/Latino,
Black/African American, and Asian students and sometimes working with students who
identified as American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.
She also reported very often working with students across varying levels of socioeconomic
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statuses as well as students who were first-generation and continuing-generation college
students. Additional data from the NCES Common Core of Data showed that the school was a
school-wide Title I school. Further, the school served slightly more than 50% of whom were
students of color (mostly Hispanic), and less than half of the students were White.
Harrisse
Harrisse was a 49-year-old Black female who is a professional school counselor at her
school in which she served for the entirety of her professional school counseling experience of
five years. She reported having approximately 422 students on her caseload, who are assigned by
alphabetical last names. Her school was a public urban high school, and she reported being very
often involved in the IB DP. Harrisse approximated over 700 students in the 11th and 12th grades
with about 65 students in the IB DP. She reported very often working with Black/African
American students, fairly often working with Hispanic/Latino students and biracial or mixed race
students, sometimes working with White and Asian students, and almost never working with
students who identified as American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Other
Pacific Islander. Harrisse reported very often working with low-SES students, fairly often
working with moderate-SES students, and sometimes working with high-SES students. She also
reported very often working with first-generation college students and fairly often working with
continuing-generation college students. Additional data from the NCES Common Core of Data
showed that the school was a magnet high school that is also a school-wide Title I school located
in a large city. Harrisse’s school predominantly serves Black students (almost 90%) and some
Hispanic students.
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Sonja
Sonja was a 37-year-old White female who was in her first year as the IB Diploma
Programme Coordinator at the time of the study, and most recently, she was a school counselor
in the same school. She had 10 years of school experience, five of which were in the current IB
DP. Her school was an urban public charter school, and she served a caseload of approximately
200 students, who are assigned to school counselors by grade level. Of the reported 210 students
in the 11th and 12th grades, approximately 88 students were in the IB DP. Sonja reported being
very often involved in the IB DP. In addition, she reported working very often with White,
Hispanic/Latino, Black/African American, and biracial or mixed-race students, fairly often
working with Asian students, and sometimes working with students who identified as American
Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. She also reported very
often working with students across varying levels of socioeconomic statuses as well as students
who were first-generation and continuing generation college students. Additional data from the
NCES Common Core of Data reported that the school is a Title I eligible school (i.e., serving at
least 35% of students who are from low-income families; U.S. Department of Education, 2016b),
and also served slightly more than 50% of whom were students of color (most were Hispanic)
and less than half of the students were White students.
Lynn
Lynn was a 36-year-old White female who served as a school counselor in a rural public
high school, where she served for the entirety of her professional school counseling experience
of six years. She reported a caseload size of about 200 students, who are assigned to her by
alphabetical last names. Lynn reported being sometimes involved in the IB DP. She reported
working very often with White students, sometimes with Hispanic/Latino, Black/African
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American, Asian, and biracial or mixed-race students, and almost never with students who
identified as American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.
She very often worked with students from low- and moderate-SES backgrounds, and sometimes
worked students from high-SES backgrounds. She also very often worked with students who
were first-generation college students and sometimes worked with students who were
continuing-generation college students. Additional data from the NCES Common Core of Data
reported that the school was a school-wide Title I school that predominantly served White
students (over 90%) and few students of color (most of whom were Hispanic).
L.O.G.
L.O.G. was a 49-year-old White male who served as the school counselor and IB
Creativity, Activity, and Service (CAS) Coordinator. He has 25 years of professional school
counseling experience, 20 of which was at his current IB DP school. He reported a caseload size
of about 180 students, who are assigned to him by grade levels. He described his school as an
urban public high school. He reported approximately over 1000 students in the 11th and 12th
grades and about 100 of those students in the IB DP. L.O.G. reported being very often involved
with the IB DP. He reported working very often with White, Hispanic/Latino, Black/African
American, Asian, and biracial or mixed-race students, and almost never with students who
identified as American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.
Further, he very often worked with students from low- and moderate-SES backgrounds and
almost never working with students from high-SES backgrounds. He also worked very often
with students who are first-generation and continuing-generation college students. Additional
data from the NCES Common Core of Data reported that the school predominantly serves
students of color (almost 75%, most of whom are Black, Hispanic, and Asian).
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Logan
Logan was a 39-year-old Hispanic male who served as a school counselor in a suburban
public high school. He has 11 years of professional school counseling experience, six years of
which were at his present IB DP school. He reported having approximately 330 students in his
caseload, who are assigned to him by alphabetical last names. He reported approximately 1,300
students in the 11th and 12th grades and about 31 of those students in the IB DP. Logan reported
being sometimes involved in the IB DP. He reported working fairly often with White,
Black/African American, and biracial or mixed-race students, sometimes working with
Hispanic/Latino students, and never working with students who identified as American Indian or
Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. He also reported very often
working with students across low-, moderate-, and high-SES backgrounds, and fairly often
worked with first-generation and continuing-generation college students. Additional data from
the NCES Common Core of Data reported that the school predominantly serves students of color
(over 75%, most of whom are Black/African American).
Smo
Smo was a 33-year-old White female who serves as a professional school counselor in an
urban public high school. She had eight years of professional school counseling experience, one
year of which she served at her current IB DP school. She reported having approximately 370
students on her caseload, who are assigned to her by homerooms by grade levels and programs.
Of the approximately 1500 students in the 11th and 12th grades, she reported about 90 students in
the IB DP. Smo reported being sometimes involved in the IB DP. She reported working very
often with White and Hispanic/Latino students, fairly often with biracial or mixed-race students,
sometimes with Asian and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students, almost never
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working with Black/African American students, and never with American Indian or Alaska
Native students. She also reported very often working with students across varying levels of
socioeconomic statuses as well as students who were first-generation and continuing generation
college students. Additional data from the NCES Common Core of Data reported that the school
is a Title I eligible school that predominantly serves students of color (most of whom are
Hispanic).
Tiffany
Tiffany was a 37-year-old Black female who was a school counselor at an urban public
high school, where she served for the entirety of her professional school counseling experience
of six years. She reported having a caseload size of approximately 325 students, who are
assigned to her by advisories. Of the over 300 students in the 11th and 12th grades, she reported
almost 75% of students being in the IB DP. Tiffany reported being fairly often involved in the IB
DP. In her work with students, Tiffany reported working fairly often with students from all
racial/ethnic groups and socioeconomic backgrounds, and she also worked fairly often with
students who were first-generation and continuing-generation college students. Additional data
from the NCES Common Core of Data reported the school predominantly serves students of
color in which about one-third are Black and one-third are Hispanic with less than one-quarter of
students who are White.
Mark
Mark is a 37-year-old White male who is a school counselor in a rural public high school.
He had eight years of professional school counseling experience, seven of which were at his
current IB DP school. He reported a caseload size of approximately 250 students, who were
assigned to him by grade level. He approximated about 150 students in the 11th and 12th grades,
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and 34 students of which are in the IB DP. Mark reported being sometimes involved in the IB
DP. In addition, Mark reported working very often with White students, fairly often with
Hispanic/Latino students, sometimes with Black/African American, Asian, and biracial or
mixed-race students, and never with American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or
Other Pacific Islander students. Additional data from the NCES Common Core of Data reported
the school was a school-wide Title I school that predominantly served White students (over 75%)
with about one-quarter of students who are students of color (most of whom are Hispanic).
Alibel
Alibel is 65-year-old White female who is a school counselor in a public magnet high
school in a suburban area, where she served for the entirety of her professional school counseling
experience of 10 years. She reported a caseload size of approximately 200 students, who were
assigned to her by academy. Of the 500 students in the 11th and 12th grades, over 30 students are
in the IB DP. Alibel reported being sometimes involved in the IB DP. In her work with students,
she reported working very often with Asian students, sometimes with White, Hispanic/Latino,
Black/African American, and biracial or mixed-race students, and never with American Indian or
Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students. Additional data from the
NCES Common Core of Data reported the school served predominantly Asian students (over
50%) along with about one-third White students and few Black/African American and
Hispanic/Latino students.
Sandy
Sandy was a 43-year-old Black female who was a high school counselor in an urban
public high school. She had 13 years of professional school counseling experience, six years of
which were in her current IB DP school. Her reported caseload size is about 300 students, who
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are assigned to her by alphabetical last names. Of the approximately 1,400 students in the 11th
and 12th grades, she reported about 30 students in the IB DP. Sandy reported being sometimes
involved in the IB DP. She reported working very often with students from all racial/ethnic
groups and socioeconomic backgrounds, and she also worked very often with students who were
first-generation and continuing-generation college students. Additional data from the NCES
Common Core of Data reported the school served predominantly students of color in which
about one-third are Black and one-third are Hispanic with less than one-quarter of students who
are White.
Mrs. Smith
Mrs. Smith was a 43-year-old White female who was a school counselor in a suburban
public high school. She had about 17 years of professional school counseling experience of
which 16 years were in her current IB DP school. Her reported caseload size is about 200
students, who are assigned to her by grade level and last names. She also reported about 540
students in the 11th and 12th grades in which more than half are in the IB DP. Mrs. Smith
reported being very often involved in the IB DP. She reported working very often with White
and Asian students, sometimes with Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino, Native Hawaiian
or Other Pacific Islander, and biracial or mixed-race students, and almost never with American
Indian or Alaska Native students. She also reported very often working with students from all
socioeconomic backgrounds as well as students who were first-generation and continuinggeneration students. Additional data from the NCES Common Core of Data reported the school
served predominantly White students (over 80%) with some students of color (most of whom
were Asian).
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Themes
The following section describes the themes that emerged from the high school
counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented students as a result
of data analysis of 14 individual semi-structured interviews, two focus groups, and document
reviews of participant-submitted school-based documents regarding their respective schools’
criteria for considering students for the IB DP. Through these additional sources of data
collection, the findings from the two focus group interviews about the experiences of
gatekeeping with underrepresented students as well as document reviews about criteria for
consideration for schools’ IB DPs helped to further illustrate, clarify, and confirm the findings
and support the themes of this study. The triangulation of data sources supported reliability and
validity as a means of corroborating evidence to support theme development (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Thus, the findings from the focus groups and document reviews will accompany relevant
themes in this following section.
Through the data analysis process, three overarching themes that encompassed the
experiences of these high school counselors were identified. The three themes identified include
the following: (a) “Pulling” and “Pushing” Underrepresented Students in the IB DP; (b) Biases
about Belonging; and (c) Double Bind. These three themes described the various challenges and
rewarding experiences that accompanied school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping when
working with underrepresented students. Table 10 provides a brief overview of the themes and
relevant subthemes, descriptions, and sample quotations from participants.

142

Subthemes

Biases about
Belonging

---

Pushing

“Pulling” and
Pulling
“Pushing”
Underrepresented
Students in the
IB DP

Themes

Participant Quotation
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Participants experienced various
explicit and implicit biases
about a sense of belonging
and perceived fit in the IB
DP from the perspectives of
underrepresented students
themselves, stakeholders
(i.e., parents and teachers),
and school counselors
themselves.

Participants experienced “pushing”
underrepresented students to
remain in the program.

We've had teachers tell a kid, "You don't belong in
this class." It was simply because they
walked in the door. They didn't base it on
anything other than their physical
appearance. Obviously, that teacher had
some type of implicit bias about who belongs
in the class and who doesn't. You're not
basing it on scores. You're not basing it on
getting to know the student. (Sandy)

So that might be a more positive thing. A gatekeeper
is really trying to not make it too easy for a
kid to give up, and to say no, you need to do
this for another few weeks, and I want you to
do this first, or you can go see a tutor or
something else before we just let you make
this easy decision as a teenager. (L.O.G.)

Participants experienced “pulling” as My focus is opening the gate and saying, “No, you
a major component of the
may have been told your whole life that this
experience of gatekeeping to
isn’t a future for you, but it can be if you
convince underrepresented
want it to be. If you don't want it to be, that's
students and their families to
fine, I'm not here to force you. But no, I can
pursue the IB DP.
help you, I can open this gate for you.”
(KSmith)

Description

Overview of Themes about School Counselors’ Experiences of Gatekeeping with Underrepresented Students in the IB DP

Table 10

Double Bind

Participants shared the experience of
gatekeeping connected to
being an advocate for
inclusive practices, as if
resisting the “handcuffs” of
systemic barriers to equitably
support students at the
individual and school-wide,
systemic levels.

Advocacy as
Resistance to
Being
“Handcuffed”
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Participants experienced feeling
limited by the parameters of
systemic barriers, such as
being in a position of power,
structural barriers, and
organizational barriers, that
affected their ability to
advocate for students.

“Handcuffed” by
Systemic
Barriers

Nobody in the family finished high school. The
student had lots of behavior issues, but really
enjoyed math… I was like, "Okay, so this is
what we want to do. Even if you don't take
any other courses here at the DP level, let's
try to push yourself to do well or to go and
try to learn higher-level math in these math
courses." And he did. He did take the math
course, and he did well in that course.
(Tiffany)

Because if I cannot change the system of the
gatekeeping…, then yes, I'm a contributor
because I'm ineffective to be able to
dismantle that gate there. So, I would say
yes, in a way. Even though I don't do it
purposely or it's not what I want, I would say
yes. I'm part of that system. (Logan)

Theme One: “Pulling” and “Pushing” Underrepresented Students in the IB DP
Most participants often utilized language, such as “pulling” and “pushing,” to convey
their experiences of challenges in convincing underrepresented students and families to consider
and commit to the IB DP and helping them to navigate various barriers to access the IB DP. The
majority of participants talked about recruitment, advisement, and retention of underrepresented
students as a major aspect of their work as school counselors in IB DPs when reflecting about
their experiences of gatekeeping. When gatekeeping, the participants reported two primary
components of their experiences of “pulling” and “pushing,” (i.e., convincing students to pursue
as well as remain in the IB DP), resulting in two subthemes: (a) Pulling and (b) Pushing.
Subtheme One: Pulling
“Pulling” was one major component of the experience of gatekeeping and consisted of
four aspects: pulling underrepresented students to pursue the IB DP, advising them about the
value of the IB DP, facilitating buy-in from families, and pulling students away from the IB DP.
First, “pulling” involved the challenging experience of convincing underrepresented students to
consider, take courses, or pursue the IB DP, who may not have previously considered the IB DP.
It was especially challenging when school counselors saw students’ potentials that the students
might not have seen for themselves. One way that Harrisse and her colleagues “pulled” students
into the IB DP was making summer phone calls to contact students and families, who often were
not considered for such academic opportunities, and encourage them to take IB DP courses:
When we called those students, some of the students, they wondered, “Why me?” …The
students don’t want to be a part of the program, so we have to press them to try it, to get
in, try, see what it’s like, take some courses.
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This intentional effort made a difference in pulling underrepresented students into the IB DP,
especially not having been considered for such opportunities before. Sandy also recalled doing
her best to pull and convince a student to pursue the IB DP, though the student decided against it:
It just saddens me because I'm looking at their potential, and I'm like, “Wow. You have
phenomenal grades. You’re a phenomenal student…” It stops there. It doesn't even go
further, because the money, because that’s not the norm. That’s not what I've seen with
other people around me, my family.
Despite Sandy feeling disappointed that her efforts competed with other external influences, she
still felt motivated to support them to reach and even exceed their potentials. KSmith also felt
empowered to pull underrepresented students to consider the IB DP, especially when students
doubted themselves:
My focus is opening the gate and saying, “No, you may have been told your whole life
that this isn’t a future for you, but it can be if you want it to be. If you don't want it to be,
that's fine, I'm not here to force you. But no, I can help you, I can open this gate for you.”
Here, as a gatekeeper, KSmith recognized the positive influence she held to pull more students
through the metaphorical gate by opening access to opportunities the IB DP.
Second, “pulling” included another challenging aspect of convincing underrepresented
students about the value of the IB DP and reasons to pursue it. A number of participants’
students who are typically underrepresented in IB did not believe that the IB program was worth
their time and efforts. For example, Sandy shared: “A lot of those students don’t see that they
have the potential to go beyond high school, so therefore, they don't even really see a need to be
a part of IB.” The participants also spoke about convincing students to see the value of the IB DP
and its alignment with their future college and career goals. For example, KSmith shared:
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A lot of times, I'm able to help them discover that the future that they want for
themselves does involve college in some way, which kind of helps to get them invested in
staying in the [IB] program and changing the way that they're approaching academics.
Although the participants reported sharing the long-term benefits of the IB DP, underrepresented
students sought value in short-term outcomes, such as earning college credits to decrease tuition.
Sometimes, college credits were guaranteed through other programs, like dual enrollment and
Advanced Placement, but not often guaranteed with the IB DP. Lynn shared her experience of
pulling students to understand the value of the IB DP, but was met with resistance from students:
They don't want to do [IB] for the benefit of self-discovering and enhancing their
education, their skillsets. They want credits… [parents also] want the guaranteed credit,
they want to grab those credits ahead of time to lower the cost of college. For a lot of
kids, it's a matter of going with the sure thing. And it's a bit less work. So, it's a sure thing
with less work involved.
Third, “pulling” also included the challenging experience of facilitating buy-in from
parents and families of underrepresented students. As with students, the participants struggled to
pull and convince parents to support their children to enroll in the IB DP. Harrisse shared:
Sometimes we have to battle against not just the kid and their mediocrity but the parents
as well… So, parental support is a major influence because sometimes we even have to
push them beyond what their parents even see them as or see them doing.
Lynn, a focus group participant, also agreed about the importance of parent buy-in by pulling
parents into the program who can then pull their children in the program.
I think with our lower SES kids, if you can get the parents onboard, then the kid is going
to have to do the program because those parents… want better for their child… you got to
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grapple with those parents and grab them and pull them in and convince them because
they're the ones that'll say, "No kid, you got to stay, you got to do this."
Although the IB DP benefits students due its rigorous preparation for college, school counselors
experienced difficulty with convincing both students and families about such rewards.
Fourth, another perspective that emerged from the data was that some participants spoke
about deterring students from the IB DP, or even advising against it, as if “pulling” students
away. For example, Lynn spoke about deterring students who expressed interest in the IB DP
and redirecting them to other academic programs in the school:
I'll be honest, sometimes I talk them out of doing it because I do think that it limits
exposure to different types of curriculum. The way that we do it in our school… they've
got so many options; I don't always think it's the best pathway for a lot of students.
Further, students who seemed under-prepared for the IB DP may not have been advised against
nor recommended for the program, but some participants felt that students should ultimately
decide to seek academic challenges. Mark commented:
I wouldn't recommend it, of course, and I'll tell students that, but I make clear to them at
the end that ultimately, it's their choice. I always say, "I advise, you decide." If they want
to challenge themselves at any level, they are open to doing so.
If students eventually felt that the IB DP was not the right fit, school counselors felt students
could make their own decisions about the program, though this approach of “letting students
decide” could also convey a passive approach to advising students, thus, “pulling” students
unintentionally away from the IB DP. When school counselors did not intentionally include
students in the IB DP, underrepresented students could have slipped through the cracks. Whether
“pushing” and “pulling” students toward or away from opportunities, school counselors impact
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students’ access to rigorous academic opportunities by convincing, encouraging, or even
deterring students.
Subtheme Two: Pushing
“Pushing” was a second major component of the experience of gatekeeping and involved
“pushing” underrepresented students to remain in the program. For most participants, retention
came to the forefront of their minds as a key issue that most affected underrepresented students
in the IB DP in their schools. The participants reported feeling frustrated and sad in trying to
convince students to continue and remain in the IB DP as a means of supporting their success.
“Pushing” consisted of four aspects: overcoming issues of self-confidence among
underrepresented students, counteracting peer influences, supporting parents to push their
students to remain in the program, and providing equitable supports and accommodations to
remain and be successful in the program.
First, “pushing” involved convincing underrepresented students, who questioned their
own confidence, to remain in the IB DP. The participants recognized that the demands of the IB
program were not conducive to students’ wellness and confidence in the program. Logan, for
example, expressed concern for the students about the fragile nature of their confidence while in
the IB DP: “I think a lot of my major focus is always a confidence piece. I feel like they feel like
they're not good enough.” When underrepresented students experienced academic struggles, they
often questioned their own worth and capacities in the IB DP. This resulted in students
considering withdrawing from the program, which then positioned school counselors to “push”
them to remain in the program. KSmith’s comment highlighted this concern:
For a lot of them, it's this mental block of "Oh gosh if I have to work, then I must not
belong here," or "If I have to work, then maybe I'm not as smart as I thought I was."
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Nicole, a focus group participant, also shared this experience of “pushing” students to convince
them to remain in the program: “But we do have that challenge of those students wanting to get
out… So that's the biggest thing that I have to deal with, trying to help them see it's okay to be
challenged. It's okay not to be perfect. You can still be successful in IB.”
Second, “pushing” also involved pushing against or combating peer influences, which
was challenging when encouraging underrepresented students to remain in the IB DP.
Participants noticed that underrepresented students were strongly influenced by peers who might
have directly or indirectly discouraged them from pursuing the IB DP. Recalling a situation
when several high achieving students of color withdrew from the IB DP, Sonja reflected:
There’s this social aspect where one of them makes that decision and I think the others
followed because they were like, “Well, if this person’s not doing it and that’s my one
friend who’s in the program, then I’m going to be even more miserable.”
Peer influence was an important factor that supported students’ sense of belonging and decision
to continue in the IB DP. Participants often referred to a history of White students from higher
socioeconomic backgrounds in the IB program at their schools, which failed to communicate
belonging or a “safety net” (Sandy) for students of color to feel comfortable in the program.
Noel, a focus group participant, referred to peer influences as a “social gate” in which peers were
gatekeepers to underrepresented students’ desires to pursue rigor:
I mean I feel like it's more of a social gate too. I think one of the biggest struggles that my
African American kids have that are coming from these low income neighborhoods is
they have what it takes to be in the program and to make it, but they have a lot of social
issues... Because a lot of kids are making fun of them for being in IB. They don't
understand why they would be in that program. They call them names or say that they're
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trying to be something they're not by being in IB. And a lot of them just are not willing to
have to put up with kind of the social isolation and being ostracized from the peers that
they've grown up with by taking that jump into IB.
Thus, school counselors, as gatekeepers, had to push against other gatekeepers (i.e., peer groups)
to support underrepresented students to remain in the IB DP.
Third, most participants emphasized working with, or even “pushing,” the parents and
families of underrepresented students to “push” their children to continue in the IB DP. Parent
involvement and psychoeducation were important supports for underrepresented students’
success in the IB DP. The participants included parents by establishing a rapport with
underrepresented students’ families who may not have had the experiences or information to
make informed decisions about the IB DP. By including parents, school counselors helped
parents to understand how to better support their students in the program. For example, Tiffany
shared a sample parent conversation:
Sometimes, we then have to revisit and say, "Okay, [student name] and family, we talked
about this ahead of time. You said you would do this, this, and this, but it looks like it's
not working. So now what do we do?"
Most participants in this study emphasized parent involvement not only to recruit
underrepresented students for the IB DP, but also ensure that they remain informed throughout
their students’ time in the program.
Fourth, participants reported “pushing” underrepresented students to increase retention by
providing or advocating for equitable supports and accommodations to be successful in the IB
DP. It took more than merely increasing enrollment of diverse students; it was also necessary to
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provide equitable supports and engage in reflective practices, which was illustrated through
Logan’s comment:
We have to do a lot more supports in different [ways]. Relook at our philosophy and how
are we setting up our curriculum and supports to help students to raise to those levels of
education, rather than just open the gate for everyone.
Philup agreed that equitable access did not equate to equitable support, thus, contributing to
inequitable experiences for underrepresented students:
In our school, even though there's equitable access, I don't think there's equitable
support… That makes it, so even though everybody has access to it, not everybody has
access to the same type of support when it comes to the academics.
To advocate for students’ best interests, participants also felt that as gatekeepers, they had a
positive role of “pushing” students to remain in the program. For example, L.O.G shared:
So that might be a more positive thing. A gatekeeper is really trying to not make it too
easy for a kid to give up, and to say no, you need to do this for another few weeks, and I
want you to do this first, or you can go see a tutor or something else before we just let
you make this easy decision as a teenager.
The participants also reported “pushing” underrepresented students by offering and
implementing various accommodations to support them while remaining in the IB DP.
Accommodations included acceleration in coursework, such as taking summer courses,
connections with teachers to modify supports in the classroom, and provision of strategies to
help them feel empowered in the IB DP. Jedi, a focus group participant, shared:
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[I feel] encouraged because I think that's part of what we do is encouraging them to
recognize their strengths and that everybody has growth areas… trying to find those ways
for them to be successful within the curriculum and everything.
Some participants also articulated experiences of coaching to provide support throughout the IB
DP. KSmith, for example, offered this hands-on, coaching approach to support students:
Well, you've had this goal of being a vet since you were five. Now I'm going to coach
you on how to get there. And it does involve college and it does involve talking to your
teachers now and it does involve staying in IB, so let's do it.
“Pushing” also came in the form of pushing underrepresented students out of their comfort zones
to pursue and succeed in the IB DP. For example, Harrisse shared:
It just goes to show with a little bit of push and a little bit of encouragement, or maybe we
say a lot of bit of encouragement and a lot of push, some of these babies could make it so
far. But you do have to encourage them… Just always just giving them the support, moral
support, but just encouragement and strong words to push them out of their comfort zone.
As a result of “pushing” underrepresented students, the participants felt emotional as a
result of being a part of students’ experiences of success. It was particularly rewarding when
students were convinced and bought-into the rewards of the IB DP after exerting the hard work
of “pushing” and “pulling” them to pursue the program. Many participants felt immense feelings
of pride when sharing compelling anecdotes of underrepresented students’ experiences of
working through personal struggles to achieve success. Kate, for example, shared an experience
with a student who was undocumented and experienced a difficult home life. This student not
only surpassed various barriers while pursuing the IB DP, but was also later admitted to and
succeeding in studies and research at a highly selective institution:
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Yeah, it makes me tear up every time I think about her... Oh my gosh. Pride. Just so much
pride for what she was able to do, and what she was able to accomplish. Like, I just am so
proud of her. It just like fills my cup, I'm just so proud of her. The resilience and the
perseverance that she has shown, I’m just in awe of what she’s been able to get through.
Yet, regardless of the challenges and increased time and commitment to students, school
counselors felt their efforts were, though frustrating, well-worth the time. Dr. M shared:
There's going to be levels of frustration because you're like, "Okay, I'm doing everything
I said I was going to do. I'm going above and beyond, way above and beyond to reach
this kid," and she's worth it, absolutely, but it's frustrating. It's just one of those things.
What was most rewarding for many participants was seeing the long-term growth of
students who experienced struggles, yet surpassed barriers, gatekeepers, and discouragement to
be successful. L.O.G. observed that underrepresented students who participated in and were
exposed to the rigors of the IB DP impacted their own and even their families’ futures:
It's rewarding and I take a lot of pride in working with the whole family and possibly
breaking generations of poverty to be able to support students in the IB Program. You
always feel proud of it… It's really great to see them as they start raising their own
families, just how their kids have it so much better, easier than they did.
Thus, providing opportunities and access to rigorous educational experiences not only impacted
students’ individual success, but also changed trajectories that systemically impacted families
and futures well beyond high school. Altogether, the participants shared various experiences of
“pushing” and “pulling” through their work with underrepresented students in the IB DP.
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Theme Two: Biases about Belonging
Most participants shared various perceptions about underrepresented students they
encountered during their school counseling experiences that connected to experiences of
gatekeeping. These perceptions often took the form of explicit and implicit biases about
underrepresented students as well as the biases that students held about themselves by pursuing
or being in the IB DP. In particular, the expressed biases connected to a sense of belonging,
whether underrepresented students spoke about their own fears or concerns of lacking belonging
in the IB DP or stakeholders communicated which students did or did not belong. Biases held by
students, stakeholders, and school counselors themselves contributed to gatekeeping beliefs and
practices that affected access to and outcomes for underrepresented students. Thus, these three
perspectives showed different aspects of biases about belonging.
Underrepresented Students’ Own Perceptions
The participants discussed experiences of encountering underrepresented students who
often felt a lack of belonging in IB due to their race or ethnicity, socioeconomic factors, and
personal and social issues. The participants encountered underrepresented students often
questioned their self-worth due to the elitist perception of the IB DP. Noel, a focus group
participant, noted: “I feel for the kids that are not in IB. I think they definitely see it as a gated
community that they don't have access to at our school. Like I said, it is still very elitist
unfortunately.” Participants discussed encountering and navigating underrepresented students’
own perceptions about fit for the IB DP as related to their sense of belonging and self-worth.
First, participants empathized with underrepresented students’ experiences of lacking
safety and comfort (i.e., a sense of belonging) in the IB DP due to the underrepresentation of
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students of color and over-representation of students who were White and/or from higher
socioeconomic backgrounds in the IB DP. Sonja explained:
The biggest challenge we’ve had with our students of color in the program is I don’t think
they feel like they have as strong of an identity within it, and so we specifically notice a
lot our females of color were choosing to withdraw… the students that were withdrawing
are better performing students… just better students than I would say their white, male
counterparts in most situations.
Despite underrepresented students’ high academic achievement, participants struggled to help
students establish their identities in the program. Likewise, Sandy felt that students experienced
discomfort being in the IB DP and perceived themselves to be unfit for the program:
For those students that feel like they don’t fit because they’re not in, I guess, the
traditional idea of who those classes are for… it’s not always academic. It’s not the
ability. It’s the safety net, feeling like they’re a part of it. This atmosphere is designed for
these “particular type of kids,” and I’m not that kid, so I don’t fit in. Therefore, I don’t
want to do it.
In addition, KSmith noticed her students of color implicitly articulated feeling a lack of
belonging in the IB DP due to their race, and thus, they neither felt welcomed nor received
encouraging messages about fit for the program:
But after talking to him, sometimes you get the impression that other people, their whole
life, have occasionally, maybe to different degrees, sent this message that "Because
you're Black, you're always going to be limited in what you can achieve." Which I
personally disagree with, but it's something that I see... sometimes I see these students
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that really are amazing, and they have this potential that ... it's almost like somebody put
a lid on it. Because they're scared to be awesome because of their ethnicity.
Underrepresented students seemed to hold biases about themselves and the IB DP and may have
received negative messages about their place in the IB DP, contributing to a disconnect about
their perceived belonging in the program.
Second, participants reported underrepresented students often questioned their own worth
in the IB DP as they felt a lack of belonging in the program. Logan reported underrepresented
students often reported feeling “really low, sad, and they’re trained to wonder if IB is really the
program for them.” He continued:
I think a lot of times they feel like they're not worth, they shouldn't be there because
maybe their testing is not as high because they're sharing with other people or they're
seeing other people being successful getting more awards.
Likewise, Harrisse shared underrepresented students in her school often feared the rigor of the IB
program, and thus, students often felt unqualified to meet such expectations. She shared:
We don’t have a lot of kids that feel like they belong or that they meet the criteria for
being a part of a prestigious program like the IB program… When we talk about the
International Baccalaureate, you know, that right there in itself, it sounds prestigious, and
these babies don’t see themselves as prestigious… It is a struggle when you’re dealing
with students who don’t see themselves as worthy of a program like an IB program.
Often, the perceived elitism of the IB program, from the perspective of the participants, turned
underrepresented students away. For KSmith, she felt concerned about how the IB program
inherently conveyed an elitist identity, as perceived by students and families of color:
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I think what scares me about that is… IB is considered more elite in our district, and I
don’t want it to be advertised to, let’s say, a Black student that “Well, you’re not good
enough for IB, so if you go to college, you should try this [other] program because that’s
probably going to be more comfortable for you.” When it’s not necessarily true, based on
what the student’s abilities might actually be.
Underrepresented students often had explicit and implicit biases about the perceived identity of
the “IB student” as elitist, prestigious, and high achieving, which were characteristics that some
underrepresented students did not hold for themselves. School counselors needed to understand
and navigate through students’ self-perceptions to support their belonging and success.
Biases from Stakeholders
Many shared challenging experiences of encountering biases from stakeholders, such as
parents and school faculty, who expressed perceptions about underrepresented students’
belonging in the IB DP. The participants generally perceived students in the IB program as highachieving students who were highly motivated academically, college-bound, and often lacked
disciplinary issues as well as more often White students from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds. Due to this perception of the “IB identity,” those who fell outside of the mold were
often marginalized, overlooked, or unconsidered for the IB DP, despite the intent to enhance
access for more diverse students. Lynn shared her experience of navigating this challenge: “We
try to say that it's for everyone, but it does have this stigma that it is for a certain style of student,
the high achieving student.” Thus, school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping involved
encountering biases about belonging with parents and school faculty as well as experiencing
resistance and frustration as a result of combating such biases.
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First, participants encountered biases from parents as gatekeepers due to perceptions of
IB potential regarding which students belonged or did not belong in the IB DP. Sandy recalled
parents from White and higher socioeconomic backgrounds who expressed concern about
increased diverse students in the IB DP: “I've had parents that have alluded to it. They may not
be very direct with it, but I don't want my kid in that class with those kids.” The participants also
experienced biases from families of underrepresented students, who expressed surprise about
their children’s capacities and even prevented their children from pursuing the IB DP. In other
words, some parents did not feel that their own children belonged in the program. Sonja noted
that parents’ resistance discouraged their children from the IB DP, thus hindering her advocacy
for students: “There's some families who feel like their child is not prepared either because of a
learning disability or because of just they don't work hard enough or they just don't think they're
smart enough.” Thus, the experience of gatekeeping for school counselors entailed navigating
through perceptions held about underrepresented students to squash their misperceptions.
Second, participants reported encountering school faculty’s biases about
underrepresented students in the IB DP, which affected their work with colleagues. These
experiences of biases from teachers, as gatekeepers, dictated perceptions of belonging in the IB
DP. Sandy felt disappointed when sharing a situation that occurred with a Black male student:
We've had teachers tell a kid, "You don't belong in this class." It was simply because they
walked in the door. They didn't base it on anything other than their physical appearance.
Obviously, that teacher had some type of implicit bias about who belongs in the class and
who doesn't. You're not basing it on scores. You're not basing it on getting to know the
student.
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Because of the challenge of encountering their colleagues’ biases about underrepresented
students, school counselors struggled to navigate teachers as gatekeepers. Rocky shared her
disappointment in elitist and exclusionary practices at her school that created “in groups” and
“out groups” that affected faculty’s perceptions of students. Rocky explained:
It's very elitist… If an IB student is walking around without a pass, they don't get
stopped. If a [non-IB] kid is walking around without a pass, it's questionable what they're
doing. Then trying to say, well, who identifies as [non-IB] versus IB. How do we tell the
difference just by appearance? … and having different shirts for our school, one being an
IB shirt, one not. That plays a role, and it's implicit as well … It's just very clear who's in
IB and who's not unfortunately.
Further, Gabriella, a focus group participant, believed that teachers’ beliefs determined their
actions and behaviors toward underrepresented students:
If you have a teacher who has a bias of what the IB students should look like, then that
student is going to fail that. And that student's going to know that when they're sitting in
that teacher's class, that teacher doesn't believe that they belong in that class.
Third, due to existing biases, participants commonly experienced resistance from teachers
and administrators to change their perceptions about students in the IB DP. Participants
attempted to bridge access to opportunities for students but were met by resistant gatekeepers
whose inflexibility hindered supports and advocacy, implicitly communicating which students
did not belong in the program. Smo recalled feeling discomfort about confronting her colleague:
Sometimes, it's just hard… but if they're not doing their job adequately and its hindering
a lot of students academically, what else can you do? So, that would definitely be a hard
conversation. Or uncomfortable conversation.
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For others, participants who experienced resistant gatekeepers pushed against them to advocate
for students to ensure their belonging in the IB DP. Harrisse, for example, confronted her
colleagues who stereotyped students:
Yeah, asking those why's or why not? If that student is trying to enter the IB course, and
you're saying, "No that kid can't come in my class." Why not? What do you know about
this kid? What have you seen? What have you experienced when you've never had the
kid in your class? You know? It's a situation like, why not? I don't mind questioning that.
Fourth, in attempts to navigate biases from stakeholders, participants felt frustrated and
hurt due to assumptions that stakeholders held about underrepresented students. Participants
questioned their colleagues’ beliefs of student belonging and their intentions, which prevented
opportunities for equitable access. For Harrisse, she empathized with the gatekeeping experience
as she reflected upon her own experience of gatekeeping as an African American woman:
It can be a little bit hurtful because I came from there. Hey, I'm an African American
young lady who came from being that African American student in a setting where others
maybe thought I couldn't do it. You know? So, it can be a little bit hurtful.
Altogether, explicit and implicit biases from stakeholders impacted the beliefs that educators and
families, as gatekeepers, held about student belonging and access as well as the potential for their
success in the IB DP, which presented challenges for school counselors to serve as advocates.
School Counselors’ Own Biases
School counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping also included their own assumptions
about students, which contributed to gatekeeping practices. These assumptions were expressed as
explicit and implicit biases about perceived student fit and belonging for the IB DP. Further,
participants mentioned the importance of having awareness of their own biases, which played a
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role in gatekeeping. School counselors’ biases, thus, emerged through explicit biases, implicit
biases, and awareness of their biases.
First, most participants held assumptions about students’ belonging, readiness, and fit for
the IB DP. Mark, for instance, felt all students would not be prepared for the rigors of the IB DP:
Because an IB diploma, as you know, is very challenging. It's not for all students to do.
It's just not possible, I don't think… but I can't in good conscience tell a kid to do DP if I
know that, A, that they don't really want to, and B, it's not in their wheelhouse, for a
variety of reasons.
Smo also described students as unfit for the IB DP: “So, it just might be more of a culture shock
for students who aren't in the IB program, or the ones who aren't really challenging themselves.”
Similarly, Dr. M felt gatekeeping occurred when students were not recommended for rigorous
courses due to lacking prior advanced academic experiences: “As a counselor of good faith, you
don't want to throw a student into Advanced Algebra II when they've never had an advanced
math class in their entire life. That's kind of the gatekeeping.” As gatekeepers, the participants
enacted biases that also informed how they advised underrepresented students for academic
planning. Lynn shared that students of color in her school were often advised into career tracks:
I'm trying to think of my diverse students. Usually, I have them inform me of what are
your interests because we have a tech program, which is pretty popular for students that
want to go straight into careers.
However, Philup, a focus group participant, described tracking as an unfortunate outcome of
gatekeeping:
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In effect, what they're trying to do is not track kids. In the end, it actually ends up
tracking kids because they don't realize like it's a domino effect, and it's going to block
kids out of taking just one class
School counselors expressed positive intentions (e.g., good conscience, good faith) to protect or
even support students by advising them about options that may work in their best interests,
though such beliefs potentially communicated biases about students’ belonging in IB DP and
created barriers about access to rigor. In addition, passive approaches to academic advisement,
where diverse students informed the school counselor about their interests and assumptions about
who required guidance, facilitated biased beliefs about belonging regarding the types of
programs considered as well as certain tracks as more common for some students than others—in
this case, career programs for students from diverse backgrounds.
Second, school counselors’ language and beliefs were implicit biases that served as
gatekeepers when they conveyed caution through interactions with students. Some participants,
like Lynn, cautioned students about the IB DP: “…maybe I’m a gate keeper. Sometimes I will
caution students, like are you sure? This is what to expect. Does that sound like something you
could keep up with?” Likewise, Mark cautioned:
If they want to go for the full IB diploma, I always advise them that it's very challenging.
If you're going to sign up for one, it's a pretty long ride you've got to buckle in for, so I
want to make sure that kids pick the right class the first time.
The lines of questioning conveyed hesitation about students’ preparedness for and belonging in
the IB DP, while also communicating biases that implied students’ inability to “keep up with”
the rigor of the program. Harrisse, on the other hand, strongly felt it was not her role to deter
students due to their academic history or personal characteristics and communicate that they
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belong: “I'm going to say never. Sometimes it's crazy to say never, but I'm going to say never.
I've never really told a student that they could not do because maybe they don't look like they
should do.” Rocky also agreed with being mindful of the power of gatekeeping: “I think it
implies that there's some power held like we make that decision. A gatekeeper, there's that
judgment and bias included, and that's what makes me uncomfortable—is that I'm not holding
that type of authority over anyone.”
Third, when working with diverse students, the participants noted the importance of
understanding their own biases about belonging that impacted their understanding and
interactions with students, though some were unaware. When considering racial demographics of
students represented in the IB DP, Lynn pondered, “It's unfortunate, it's not something that I
probably have thought of very much if I'm being just completely honest about it.” In addition,
when participants were unaware of biases, they overlooked the diverse needs of students. Smo,
for example, seemed to express colorblindness when undifferentiating students’ experiences: “I
don't really see a difference though in terms of, because the kids who go to IB, they typically
already have the skillset to be successful in the program. I don't really notice a difference
between their races.” School counselors who conveyed biases or did not possess full awareness
of issues of diversity potentially presented themselves as gatekeepers, thus continuing the
negative connotations of school counselors impeding than facilitating access and a sense of
belonging for students. Further, the researcher also shared with the focus group participants that
some individual interview participants expressed hesitations when discussing the topic of
gatekeeping in school counseling. In response, Noel suggested that school counselors may have
experienced a sense of shame, even for herself, understanding the impacts of gatekeeping on the
disproportionate representation of students in IB DPs.
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I think that it's embarrassing, like I would love to be able to say that we would look at our
IB program and it's the same population as the rest of our school. That is absolutely not
the case at my school. And I do feel like that's embarrassing. You can walk into school
and go, “Oh, that kid's IB, that kid's not, that kid's IB, that's not,” and that's not the way it
should be. So, I think that people don't want to talk about it because it's uncomfortable.
And we know it's wrong… So it certainly probably is something that people are ashamed
of or they are just not even realizing that it's happening, and they're not taking a close
enough look.
Moreover, for most participants who identified as people of color and some White
participants who expressed comfort in discussing their own privileges, they expressed nuances
about their understandings as gatekeepers and emphasized self-reflection. L.O.G. spoke about
how his white privilege informed his self-awareness and daily work with diverse students:
I think I do a decent job at this and I'm pretty effective, but at the same time, I am a
White guy that lives on a farm, and I didn't grow up in the city, and I don't have the same
backgrounds as these kids, and I may not understand all the time where they're coming
from. But I try. And I try to be self-aware.
Mrs. H, a focus group participant, not only agreed with the realities of holding biases as
gatekeepers, but also acknowledged the importance of being aware of biases so that students are
not gatekept from opportunities and feel a sense of belonging for students. Mrs. H explained:
We all come to the table with biases… it's possible that a school counselor could
inadvertently disallow access if they're coming to the table with the bias… It's a concern
because it has real impact on real kids every day. It's real and we all have them. I would
just say it's hard and scary work to get in touch with your own personal biases. Once

165

you're in touch with them to ensure that they're not playing out in your professional work
is a lifelong process and very scary work. It's real.
Gatekeeping perspectives derived from multiple angles; school counselors and stakeholders
communicated beliefs about student belonging in IB DP, which affected underrepresented
students’ own perceptions due to implicitly and explicitly communicated biases from
gatekeepers. School counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping were also conveyed through their
awareness, or lack thereof, in communicating and enacting their own biased beliefs, language,
and perceptions. Thus, biases impact equitable access and practices to support underrepresented
students’ experiences of belonging in the IB DP.
Theme Three: Double Bind
Many participants grappled with wanting to advocate for students yet felt limited by
systemic barriers. Several participants acknowledged their roles as gatekeepers, though they did
not desire or intend to be gatekeepers. In their roles as professional school counselors, the
participants grappled with the challenge of not wanting to be gatekeepers, yet engaging in
practices or serving in roles that positioned them as gatekeepers, regardless of their intention, as
if experiencing a double bind. Based on participants’ experiences of this double bind, this
resulted in two subthemes, which described two different ways of experiencing the double bind:
(a) “Handcuffed” by Systemic Barriers and (b) Advocacy as Resistance to Being “Handcuffed.”
Subtheme One: “Handcuffed” by Systemic Barriers
Many participants shared experiences of systemic barriers as gatekeepers experienced by
underrepresented students often experienced that impeded their ability to support and advocate
for their access to and success in the IB DP. Such systemic barriers dictated and limited what
they could do for underrepresented students, excluded students, and how they understood their
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work as school counselors in the IB DP. Mrs. H agreed: “I think that school counselors are
bound by parameters that are set for them by the system in which they work.” Likewise, Philup
shared: “I would say that most districts or most systems, most counselors feel that their hands are
tied in a lot of ways.” The participants’ experiences of various systemic barriers that affected
their work with underrepresented students elicited feelings of being “handcuffed” by the system,
as being on the receiving end of top-down decisions. L.O.G. shared this sentiment: “I think
counselors are sometimes just at the whim of what the school policy is.” Top-down decisions
affected participants’ understandings of gatekeeping, and such experiences of feeling
“handcuffed” included the double bind of being in a position of power, feeling frustrated by
structural barriers experienced by underrepresented students, and grappling with the
organizational barriers imposed by the system.
“Handcuffed” in a Position of Power. Participants reported feeling limited or
“handcuffed” by being positioned as gatekeepers who made decisions or had the “ultimate say”
about students’ futures, especially since school counselors often had direct roles in academic
planning. Gatekeeping was, thus, perceived as limiting access to opportunities, potentially
contributing to exclusionary practices by being positioned in a position of power. Participants
reported feeling a double bind by being in positions of power by enforcing criteria for
consideration for the IB DP as well as making decisions related to general academic planning,
both of which impacted underrepresented students’ access and outcomes.
First, most participants mentioned school- or district-based criteria for consideration,
such as applications, letters of recommendations, and academic criteria (i.e., grades, test scores,
gatekeeper or prerequisite courses), as barriers or gatekeepers for underrepresented students to
overcome to be considered for the IB DP. The participants shared experiences of challenges of
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navigating their schools’ assessment of students’ readiness for the IB DP, which were intended
as objective though hindering access. Kate, for example, felt disappointed by her school’s
process and its inherently limiting process that precluded many underrepresented students:
I have trouble looking at a student and saying, “You scored a [score] instead of a [cut-off
score], and so now our applications process tells me to tell you that you don’t think
you’re ready for this… My bosses of the district say that I can’t.” And that’s very
frustrating… Essentially, the message I am conveying to that student’s family is, “I don’t
believe you can do this.” And I personally do not believe that… Anybody that wants to
do IB can do it. And the application process oftentimes forces me to be in a position,
where I say, “No, you can’t do this.”
Some participants described school counselors as pawns of the system to control or make
decisions about and for students. School counselors mentioned enforcing policies that positioned
them as gatekeepers. Lynn shared:
I do feel like sometimes I do “hold the line,” so to speak, on certain decisions because I'm
the one that communicates [in] classrooms. If a teacher has a requirement that students
have an 85 average to get into a certain course, I didn't come up with that policy, but I'm
the one enforcing the policy. So, I can see being a gatekeeper in that regard.
Thus, by enforcing policies on behalf of a system, school counselors represented and became a
part of the system that limited access for students, regardless of their intent.
Logan also experienced this double bind, commenting about representing and being a
part of the system of gatekeeping because of his inability to change the system:
Because if I cannot change the system of the gatekeeping…, then yes, I'm a contributor
because I'm ineffective to be able to dismantle that gate there. So, I would say yes, in a
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way. Even though I don't do it purposely or it's not what I want, I would say yes. I'm part
of that system.
The participants described experiences of institutional gatekeeping that “handcuffed” their ability
to advocate for students and limited their roles as school counselors. Logan conveyed the
powerlessness of professional limitations that placed school counselors as gatekeepers despite
not wanting to be gatekeepers: “But I'm only, at the end of the day, one voice.”
Furthermore, content analysis of the document reviews corroborated the experiences of
the participants regarding various criteria used to consider students for the IB DP. (See Appendix
J.) The document reviews exemplified criteria used as gatekeepers to students’ access to the IB
DP and district- and school-based policies that positioned school counselors, educators, and
leaders as gatekeepers to the IB DP who enforced such criteria. Though perhaps intended as
objective, there were various subjective criteria (i.e., recommendations from teachers and
counselors) embedded that could potentially elicit biases from gatekeepers about student
readiness and fit for the IB DP. Participants also illustrated gatekeepers, whether represented by
criteria, individuals, or systems, as barriers to entry, access, and success. The resulting content
analysis also quantified the barriers that students, especially those who are underrepresented, and
their families must be informed about, understand, and overcome to justify their own capacities
for success in the IB DP. Such exclusionary practices not only created and upheld elitist
representation of students in the IB DP, but also sustained divisions within the school that
promoted continued gatekeeping, impacting underrepresented students’ access to the IB DP.
Exclusionary practices also confirmed that for those not in the IB DP, particularly
underrepresented students, they were unwelcomed or unfit for the program. L.O.G. explained, “It
could be to make it an elite, keep certain kinds of people out,” and likewise, Sandy agreed about
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the outcomes of inequitable, elitist, and exclusive practices: “Now, you've also excluded a whole
number of other students.”
Second, many participants reported that academic planning was a key experience of
gatekeeping. During the course selection process, several participants felt the double bind
experiences by acknowledging their own roles as decision makers potentially contributed to
exclusionary practices, considering they were often unintentionally positioned in a position of
power with the choice to share information with students and families. With this understanding,
Mrs. Smith, like others, felt her role was not to be a gatekeeper: “I feel like gatekeeper to me is,
someone who hoards all the information and then you only get it if necessary or if I deem it's
necessary.” When school counselors were in such a position, it determined whether families had
access to information to make decisions with their children about the IB DP. Such positioning
placed school counselors in a position of power to make decisions, as if students had to “go
through someone” to gain access to opportunities, resources, and information. Philup, a focus
group participant, used metaphors to describe school counselors as gatekeepers:
… like a warden or a toll booth worker who's just letting you through. It's like someone
who has the power to open the gate for you or not. It doesn't sound like there would be a
much more positive term… the guidance counselors are the first and the end in terms of
the IB program… I think we have a lot of power.
Further, Mrs. H, a focus group participant, remarked, “It doesn't put a very friendly picture in
your head about back to rigorous IB curriculum, and have a gatekeeper standing there, blocking
the way between you and your curriculum.” Thus, power may be inextricably connected to the
identity of the gatekeeper, and school counselors may hold and wield such power intentionally
and unintentionally.
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Further, gatekeeping was also seen as beneficial in supporting students to seek,
experience and benefit from the rigors of the IB DP. For example, Sonja shared:
The school counselors are the people who deal with the scheduling and course requests,
and so I always kind of viewed it as my responsibility to catch kids who were choosing
wrong and maybe underchallenging themselves and then trying to kind of convince them,
“No, you really need to take this class,” and things like that.
L.O.G. grappled with the challenge of being a decision maker, knowing that making decisions
required selectivity and exclusion to an extent, especially affecting underrepresented students.
Sometimes, we have a schedule, and we have one section of this class, and only 30 kids
can be in the class. We have 40 in there, and we have to make a decision as to choose
which 30 we're going to take.
Positioned as decision makers, school counselors experienced challenges in being positioned as
such as well as enacting decisions for or on behalf of students in equitable ways.
“Handcuffed” by Structural Barriers. School counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping
included recognizing both implicit and explicit practices and policies (i.e., structural barriers)
that routinely excluded underrepresented students from the IB DP and “handcuffed” their ability
to support students. Such structural barriers, such as environmental and social factors, precluded
and excluded underrepresented students and families from considering and pursuing the IB DP
and potentially impeded their success in school. Several participants spoke about
underrepresented students’ early experiences of disadvantage when compared to students with
greater advantages due to existing access to opportunities. Mark reflected:
… it starts at a young age… When the kids at a young age can get extra support for
reading and writing when they’re in elementary school, for example, because their
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parents are more involved in their education for that reason, those kids tend to do well. It
has effects throughout middle school and high school.
The participants expressed awareness of how such inherent disadvantages limited
underrepresented students’ access to rigor and its ramifications for the future.
Further, participants mentioned how a lack of access to resources were gatekeepers that
often prevented and excluded underrepresented students from considering and enrolling in IB
courses. The participants were aware of personal challenges that underrepresented students and
their families commonly faced that prevented or denied access to opportunities. A lack of access
to information about the IB program was needed so that families could make informed decisions.
For example, Kate shared,
So perhaps the biggest gatekeeper for underrepresented populations is lack of
information. They don’t have the opportunity to even try to get in, to have me be or not
be a gatekeeper, because they don’t know that that’s what they should be doing in the
first place… they don’t know what they don’t know.
Participants also felt a major part of their role was to empower students and families to be able to
make informed decisions.
Participants also felt the double bind of being frustrated by their inability to control or fix
the various structural barriers that impacted their students. Various challenging experiences often
gatekept students from taking IB DP courses, particularly when family, safety, and community
issues were more pressing or a greater priority than considering academic rigor. Mark reported
feeling “handcuffed” by being unable to change students’ home lives as well as the systemic
forms of gatekeeping that impeded students’ access and success in the IB DP:
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That's what gets me down sometimes is my inability to change certain parts of their life
that I know would lead to changes at school… Yeah. I do wish there was more that we
could do... There are systemic issues with it, as well. It's not just our school. I think it's
definitely a community problem, too. I'm not sure what the answer is. There are so many
things that we can't do, as counselors, you know? Of course, there are things we can do,
but I sometimes just feel handcuffed by what I can't do, and what parts of a kid's life that
I can't change.
Noel, a focus group member, shared similar frustrations about grappling with the difficulty of
supporting underrepresented students who experience various challenges outside the control of
school counselors and even the students themselves:
So I'm frustrated because… I haven't found the right words to say to encourage these
kids. And even more frustrating is that I know that they do not have all the resources the
other kids have and so I honestly don't feel they should always have the same
requirements… So I'm frustrated for the kid, I'm frustrated with the system, and I'm
frustrated that I can't just snap my fingers and make it work better for this kid. And at the
end of the day, I really am vacillating between, should I try to keep them in the program,
when I can also see the writing on the wall and I know the teachers that this kid is going
to come up against and it doesn't look good for them.
Noel also acknowledged the systemic issues that “handcuffed” her ability to support
underrepresented students to pursue and remain in the IB DP. School counselors empathized and
sympathized with students’ experiences and its impacts on their access to rigorous academic
opportunities. However, the participants viewed students’ experiences of challenges as
professional limitations and barriers to their ability to support and advocate for them.
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“Handcuffed” by Organizational Barriers. Another way in which participants reported
feeling “handcuffed” by the system was due to the existing organization that supported the
school’s functioning. This contributed to a double bind feeling in which the parameters of the
school limited their capacities. In particular, participants reported challenging experiences related
to caseload size and assignment and whole school organization (i.e., “a school within a school”).
Further, organizational barriers also included parameters that affected their access to professional
development to inform school counseling practices in the IB DP and the hierarchy of
gatekeeping, which involved the resistance of administrators and colleagues.
First, some participants believed that caseload sizes impacted their roles as gatekeepers.
With larger caseload sizes, there were greater challenges for the school counselors to ensure that
students’ needs were effectively met. The systemic issue of large caseload sizes positioned
school counselors as gatekeepers, allowing them to selectively than holistically reach out to
students. Smo, for example, reflected:
I guess the amount of students we’re given in a certain population. That would definitely
be a factor in how capable we are in reaching out. I mean, having 370 kids on my
caseload, that's huge, you know? The recommended amount is 250. So, it is hard to reach
every single student. I'll admit for sure. So, I think the size of your caseload is a factor.
Further, some participants reported advantages and disadvantages of how caseloads were
organized by school counselors, which presented challenges in navigating their roles in serving
students in the IB DP. In some schools, school counselors reported only being assigned to work
with students in the IB DP, whereas other school counselors reported working with students
across programs or grade levels. For Kate, she only worked with students in the IB program,
which had its positives, such as getting to know students well, and negatives, such as
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experiencing difficulty when transitioning students out of her caseload to other colleagues). With
Kate as the sole IB counselor, her colleagues did not require any knowledge about the IB
program, which divided counselors by specialty, rather than supporting all students. Kate felt:
My coworkers love it because they don't need to know a darn thing about IB. They don't
need to know the scheduling. They don't need to know the value. The don't need to know
anything about it. Any IB-related question or issue, it always comes over here to me.
Although there was a clear division of labor within the school counseling department that
functioned for Kate’s school with Kate as the primary source of IB information for her students,
other school counselors, however, felt a specialized caseload did not fit their school’s needs to
serve all students. Logan, for example, shared:
IB was asking to have a dedicated counselor, and they were requesting me. My
administration did not approve that, and in a way personally, I didn't want it because I
like serving all students. I don't want to become a specialist. I've done it before.
Thus, when the system dictated caseload sizes and organization for school counselors, it can be
challenging to adequately and equitably support students.
Second, several participants described IB programs as “a school within a school,” and
one participant-submitted document also confirmed this language to describe their school’s IB
DP. The participants described “a school within a school” when students only in the IB program
remained together in their scheduled classes and followed unique program experiences. This
method of school-wide organization created an exclusionary practice that benefited some, not all,
students. Some participants even described the IB program dictating the master schedule for the
school and having its own budget and pay scale for IB teachers. The exclusiveness of IB as its
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own “school” within a larger school possibly contributed to division and elitism among students,
faculty, and the overall school community. Logan described:
There's a culture that's developed within the IB students; it's almost like there's two
schools within ourselves. We have our one school, which is open to everyone, [which
includes] AP, honors, different electives, and then we have our IB students… I think
we're not allowing for other students who might be just as motivated to interact with each
other, and for our IB students to work with other students who might have a different
perception, a different viewpoint. They're not getting to know each other well.
Some participants recognized the exclusionary practice of structuring the IB program as its own
“school,” contributing to further inequities in access to rigorous academic experiences.
Third, participants expressed experiences of role ambiguity due to lack of professional
development opportunities from leadership, as they felt unsure how they even fit into the IB DP
to support the program. Participants sought guidance from school leadership, who often treated
school counselors as an afterthought. Logan expressed wanting to be more involved with the IB
DP, but was often excluded from such conversations. He felt that he and his colleagues could
have benefitted from professional development to learn how to more effectively serve students in
the IB DP: “The counselors, we don't get a lot of that training so we're getting second or third
hand information as we're working with any adjustments towards the IB program.” Likewise,
Nicole, a focus group participant, expressed concern about how a lack of training could affect
how school counselors perceive and work with underrepresented students:
Having your counselor train for an IB school isn't required for authorization or for
program evaluation, but it's something that I feel is very important because as counselors,
we are oftentimes the first contact for these students. So, if you have a counselor who's
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not informed about the program, or maybe is new and has the same or the only perception
of the program they have is based off of what they have seen in conversation with
teachers or just through hearsay, then by all means, I think counselors could be without
even knowing it, gatekeepers of the program.
Professional development for school counselors in IB DP can help to inform school counselors’
identities as gatekeepers and understand their functions as school counselors in the IB DP in
ways that advocate for underrepresented students rather than hindering their access.
Fourth, participants expressed frustration as they felt limited by the hierarchy of
gatekeepers, or gatekeepers above them (e.g., administrators) or gatekeepers who were fellow
colleagues (e.g., teachers). This double bind prevented to being able to confront colleagues.
KSmith recalled advocating for her student, yet experiencing resistance from her administrator:
I did not feel like it was a conversation I could engage in. I don't know what to say at that
point because that person was a superior to me. It's not like I could say, "Well ...," and
just say what I think. I think that's what I struggle with the most is demonstrating
tolerance on our side as a school and as leaders on our school. [To feel like I can't say
what I think], it's hard.
When garnering support from teachers, Lynn also felt frustrated when they declined to support
students who could have benefitted from accommodations to be successful in the IB DP:
Because, it would require flexibility, and I understand teachers are spread thin. I
understand they got a lot to do. But it seems like, just kind of knowing her class sizes and
load, it seemed possible. But, not being their direct supervisor, I can't command them do
stuff. You just sit with that frustration, like oh my gosh.
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Participants even reported feeling disempowered, knowing that they lacked much say. For
example, L.O.G. expressed: “We're in a pretty large school district, and I'm just a lowly
counselor who's been here a long time.” L.O.G. not only described a sense of professional
disempowerment, but also identified a large source of the disempowering experience—the
systemic influences that impacted and presented challenges to the function of school counselors.
The larger system, whether district- or school-based policies or school leaders, presented
organizational barriers that often dictated that school counselors be positioned as gatekeepers,
though undesirable.
Subtheme Two: Advocacy as Resistance to Being “Handcuffed”
As a part of their lived experience of gatekeeping, most participants discussed advocating
for equitable access and supports for underrepresented students in the IB DP as key to their roles
as school counselors. Participants often experienced a double bind, as if “handcuffed” between
advocating and following systemic mandates. For most participants, the experience of
gatekeeping connected to being an advocate for inclusive practices, as if resisting the
“handcuffs” of systemic barriers to equitably support students at the individual and school-wide,
systemic levels. Such experiences of advocacy included communicating and enacting inclusivity
in the IB DP, possessing and practicing cultural awareness, confronting and overcoming
gatekeepers head-on, and transforming the meaning of gatekeeping. Kate illustrated this
sentiment when referring to the philosophy of the IB program: “I truly do not believe the spirit of
IB is only elite academic students. I believe that IB fundamentally wants anybody who wants to
try it, come in and try it.” However, advocacy was also accompanied by challenges. Lynn
discussed the need for increased enrollment of diverse students in the IB DP to be met with
intention, action, and flexibility by all stakeholders in the school: “There is such a great push to
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try to get more DP students. It's like, if no one's going to bend, then you're not going to get more
DP students.”
Advocacy for inclusivity in the IB DP also required school counselors to possess cultural
awareness to respond to diverse students’ and families’ needs. For example, Logan recognized
the critical need to understand underrepresented students’ cultural and family contexts and how it
conflicted with the norms of the school system and culture:
The public high schools seem to be designed culturally off of middle class, westernized
culture that students who are underrepresented may not fit that paradigm… Culturally
there's dynamics we have to be aware of, and then how can we become more conscious
of the obstacles that are going to be and how the students are dealing with.
It was important for school counselors to understand the explicit and implicit challenges as well
as tangible and intangible barriers faced by some underrepresented students, while also having
cultural awareness of their experiences and needs as critical for school counselor advocacy.
Due to underrepresented students’ initial hesitations about considering the IB DP,
participants made inclusive efforts, and by overcoming systemic barriers, students experienced
success. Tiffany recalled an experience with a Black male student with behavioral issues who
was overlooked for IB DP and how she advocated for him to pursue an IB DP course to
capitalize on his specific academic strength or interest.
Nobody in the family finished high school. The student had lots of behavior issues, but
really enjoyed math… I was like, "Okay, so this is what we want to do. Even if you don't
take any other courses here at the DP level, let's try to push yourself to do well or to go
and try to learn higher-level math in these math courses." And he did. He did take the
math course, and he did well in that course.
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Some participants also recognized that had the school or school counselor strictly followed
criteria that often gatekept students from pursuing the IB DP, many underrepresented students
would have been excluded from truly achieving their potentials. L.O.G. recalled:
If I went right by the reading score, which was at the time, we were really looking at that
data, and hadn't given him that chance to do it and hadn't agreed to let him do an extra
year of high school ... So really for me, it showed that hard work and perseverance can
carry kids through the program.
School counselors who individually recognized underrepresented students’ potentials impacted
their access to rigorous experiences that potentially influenced their future trajectories.
Advocacy also included working with administrators who led a school-wide vision for
equitable access to the IB program. However, enacting change among their school colleagues
was often difficult and challenging, as expressed by Logan: “It was, yeah, definitely very
frustrating, just trying to get the person to see a different perspective. It was just very, again,
emotionally draining, but it led to frustration.” Further, L.O.G. advocated in front of school
leadership by calling attention to existing inequities in the school to advocate for changes: “I
think it's a counselor's role to point [disproportionalities among students by race and
socioeconomic backgrounds] out if the administrator is setting a criteria that's going to create an
elite.” Participants talked about a cultural shift in the school to truly be equity focused, and
critically challenging the systemic barriers that impeded and excluded access to the IB DP for
underrepresented students.
Finally, advocating against systemic barriers that defined their roles as gatekeepers
included transforming the meaning of gatekeeping. Philup, for example, commented:
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[Gatekeeping] wouldn't be the word would use. In that I would say like well, then call
them a bridge or called them a doorway or call them a window. Gatekeeper seems ... A
gate seems like something that you have to, you're on one side of it or you're on the other.
Noel also shared this sentiment:
I feel like it makes the IB program the elitist program that we don't think it should be. So,
if you have a gate that has to be overcome somehow, that certainly doesn't make it seem
like how we want it to be, where the doors are open to everybody. Open windows, open
doors. There's no gate that people are going to get through.
Altogether, school counselors felt an experience grappling between possessing some power
while also feeling powerlessness. Their feelings of being “handcuffed” by the system posed
barrirers for advocacy, yet participants also felt that they could break such “handcuffs” to resist
and overcome barriers.
Synthesis of Experiences
Three overarching themes emerged through the data analysis of individual interviews,
focus group interviews, and document reviews. These three themes encompassed the
participating school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping in their work with
underrepresented students in the IB DP. Consistent with Moustakas’ transcendental
phenomenological approach (Moustakas, 1994), the researcher synthesized the data to determine
the textual description, or what the participants in the study experienced with the phenomenon of
gatekeeping, and the structural description, or essence of how the participants in the study
experienced the phenomenon of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the IB DP
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hays & Singh, 2012).
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Textural Description
Each of the participants were high school counselors who worked with underrepresented
students in the IB DP. When considering gatekeeping, most participants described challenges in
recruitment, advisement, and retention of underrepresented students in the IB DP, and further,
the participants generally described gatekeeping in relation to access to resources, opportunities,
and information. The participants also described being limited by systemic gatekeeping policies
and practices that positioned school counselors as gatekeepers to enforce and enact implicitly
discriminatory policies and practices. The participants attributed such challenges to the biased
perceptions held by stakeholders (i.e., teachers, administrators, and parents) and school
counselors about student readiness for the IB program as well as biased criteria that inequitably
assessed or determined student fit for the program. In turn, such individualized and systemic
biases informed underrepresented students’ understandings of their own readiness and fit (or lack
thereof) for the IB DP. Although the IB DP carried many benefits and positive outcomes for
underrepresented students, the participants generally described some aspects of the IB DP as
promoting elitism that precluded and excluded equitable access for underrepresented students
from academic rigor. The participants also reported mixed understandings of gatekeeping,
though most viewed gatekeeping as a negative stigma attached to the school counseling
profession. Moreover, most participants described their experiences as advocates for
underrepresented students to ensure inclusive access along with equitable supports to ensure a
sense of belonging and success in the program.
Structural Description
Although all participants may not have been familiar with gatekeeping and its connection
to school counseling, all participants were able to make meanings of the phenomenon of
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gatekeeping and how it impacted not only their work and interactions with underrepresented
students and families but also the potential outcomes for these students and their families. The
participants felt frustrated, guilt, and emotional about underrepresented students who
experienced personal, social, and systemic gatekeepers that prevented and even excluded their
access to opportunities in the IB DP. However, several participants also recognized the positive
and rewarding experiences of being a part of underrepresented students’ experiences who, as a
result of their resilience and perseverance, surpass gatekeeping and thrive.
Overall, the participants experienced and understood gatekeeping as negative and
especially pejorative as it related to their work with underrepresented students, and several
denied being gatekeepers or refused any desire to be gatekeepers to distance themselves from the
negative connotation of gatekeeping. The participants even expressed hesitation, shame, and
dismay in potentially being connected to the concept of gatekeeping. The negative connotations
of gatekeeping were influenced by associations and representations of school counselors as
physical and metaphorical barriers that impeded access to the IB DP for underrepresented
students and their families as well as positioned school counselors as powerful decision makers
who had the potential to determine students’ access and future academic and postsecondary
trajectories, regardless of whether they desired or intended to be gatekeepers. However, despite
being perceived as in a position of power as gatekeepers, school counselors also felt
disempowered, grappling with the double bind between their existing roles as school counselors
who enforce policies and the roles in which they wished they could have as advocates that
dismantle the system.
The underlying dynamic of gatekeeping is that gatekeepers come in various forms,
including tangible and intangible barriers as well as explicit and implicit biases that inform and
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maintain systems of inequity, especially for underrepresented students and families.
Additionally, school counselors, though well-intentioned and desiring to advocate for the best
interests of students, are gatekeepers. School counselors represent a source of power and
privilege, and they also are products and enforce institutionalized, systemic gatekeeping.
However, school counselors can also mitigate some negative aspects of gatekeeping by
developing and enacting cultural awareness, practicing continued self-reflection of biases and
inequitable practices, and calling attention to and promoting equitable practices for inclusivity
and supports for underrepresented students in the IB DP.
Summary of Findings
Chapter Four shared the descriptive experiences of the lived experiences of 14 high
school counselors who worked in IB DPs. This study was guided by the primary research
question: What are U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping with
underrepresented students in the IB DP? As a result of the data collection and triangulation of
three data sources (i.e., individual interviews, focus group interviews, and document reviews),
four overarching themes were identified, along with relevant subthemes. The first theme was
“Pulling” and “Pushing” Underrepresented Students into the IB DP, which included two
subthemes: Pulling and Pushing. The second theme was Biases about Belonging. Finally, the last
theme was Double Bind, which included two subthemes: “Handcuffed” by the System and
Advocacy as Resistance to Being “Handcuffed.” Additionally, the findings of the two focus
group interviews about the experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students as well as
document reviews about criteria for consideration for schools’ IB DPs were also included to
further illustrate the findings and support the themes and subthemes of this study. The textural
and structural descriptions described the participating high school counselors’ lived experiences
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of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the IB DP. In the following Chapter Five, the
results from this chapter will be synthesized to answer the primary research question and
contribute to the literature, and a discussion of implications and recommendations for future
research will also be included.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION
In this qualitative phenomenological study, I examined U.S. high school counselors’
lived experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the International
Baccalaureate Diploma Program (IB DP). The knowledge generated from this inquiry was the
first to explore and highlight the phenomenon of gatekeeping in IB DP from the perspectives of
school counselors, and the findings offered a new contribution to the field of school counseling
as well as International Baccalaureate programming. Because of the exploratory nature of the
topic and intent to understand the meanings of individuals’ experiences of a phenomenon to then
portray the essence of the experience, the researcher employed a phenomenological approach
understand the phenomenon of gatekeeping. The study conducted in this project is the first step
in understanding the experiences of school counselors in IB DPs and their perceptions of
gatekeeping. Moreover, this study aimed to elucidate the experiences involved in gatekeeping in
IB DPs, which in turn, will likely help school counselors, educators, and policy makers improve
and advocate for equitable practices for all students in academically rigorous coursework. I
employed a transcendental phenomenological qualitative research method (Moustakas, 1994) in
this study to understand school counselors’ understandings and experiences of the phenomenon
of gatekeeping in IB DPs for underrepresented students, using social constructivism as a
theoretical framework. The primary research question that guided the qualitative
phenomenological exploration of this phenomenon included: What are U.S. high school
counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in IB DPs?
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To answer the question, individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with 14
participants, who were high school counselors in public schools with IB DPs across five U.S.
states: Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Texas. Using purposive, criterion-based
sampling, these five U.S. states were selected as each state met or exceeded the national average
of Black or African American and Hispanic or Latino students in the respective states. The
individual interviews were first piloted with five participants, who were high school counselors
in IB DP schools, through two individual semi-structured interviews and one focus group
interview. Using feedback from the pilot participants, the researcher incorporated their feedback
and revised interview questions as necessary. All individual interviews were conducted via
phone calls and recorded. In addition, for purposes of triangulation, two focus groups and
document reviews of school-based documents about criteria for consideration for IB DPs
submitted by participants in the individual interviews were also used. The focus groups were
conducted through an online video conferencing platform, Zoom. Also, the participants
submitted school-based documents via a Qualtrics survey or direct email to the researcher. All
interviews were professionally transcribed using Rev. Member checking was also utilized by
sharing copies of transcripts to participants, who were welcome to make corrections or provide
feedback, which provided another measure of trustworthiness of the data.
Throughout the research process, the researcher engaged in bracketing through reflexive
journaling to continuously set aside biases to bring attention to findings based on perspectives of
the participants in the study. To make meaning of the collected data, phenomenological data
analysis, using the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method, was employed, and a peer debriefer was
utilized throughout the data analysis process as an additional way to ensure trustworthiness.
Finally, the findings resulted in four overarching themes that exemplified the school counselors’
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lived experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the IB DP. The findings were
represented in Chapter Four through selected quotations from participants.
The first theme was “Pulling” and “Pushing” Underrepresented Students into the IB DP,
which included two subthemes: Pulling and Pushing. The second theme was Biases about
Belonging. Finally, the last theme was Double Bind, which included two subthemes:
“Handcuffed” by the System and Advocacy as Resistance to Being “Handcuffed.” (See Table 10
for descriptions and sample quotations from participants for each theme and subtheme.)
The four overarching themes were synthesized to develop the textural and structural
descriptions to describe the essence of the experience of gatekeeping for high school counselors
who worked with underrepresented students in the IB DP. Consistent with the theoretical
framework of social constructivism, the participants’ experiences informed and shaped the
understanding of the phenomenon of gatekeeping as it related to their work with
underrepresented students in the IB DP. The textural description indicated participants’
descriptions of various challenges that informed and affected their roles as gatekeepers. Further,
the structural description indicated that the participants’ experiences of challenges were due to
systemic barriers that disempowered and empowered them as gatekeepers in their work with
underrepresented students in the IB DP.
In this chapter, I will summarize the findings of the present study and offer implications,
limitations, and recommendations for future research.
Discussion of Research Findings
The primary research question guided the qualitative phenomenological exploration of
this phenomenon: What are U.S. high school counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping with
underrepresented students in IB DPs? Through data analysis via a social constructivist lens, I
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highlighted the experiences of school counselors, who described their understandings of
gatekeeping and its connection to the school counseling profession and their work with
underrepresented students. Social constructivism allowed for co-constructed meanings of
gatekeeping, which took place between the participants and researcher (i.e., individual
interviews), among the participants (i.e., focus group interviews), and through document reviews
(i.e., school-based documents that provided contextual perspectives). This study aimed to
empower school counselors to articulate, define, and describe their experiences related to
gatekeeping, which made them central to achieving an in-depth understanding.
The current study elicited the perspectives of high school counselors who worked with
underrepresented students in the IB DP and explored their experiences of gatekeeping. Through a
social constructivist lens, three primary themes emerged that described school counselors’
experiences of gatekeeping through co-construction of understanding the phenomenon through a
combination of individual interviews, focus groups, and researcher interpretation. First, school
counselors experienced the challenges and rewards of “pulling” and “pushing” underrepresented
students to pursue and remain in the IB DP in which school counselors played an important role
in enhancing access for students and their families. Second, school counselors experienced
navigating the various individualized, personalized, and systemic perceptions of belonging and
fit for the IB DP, which affected underrepresented students’ access to and sense of belonging in
the IB DP. Lastly, school counselors experienced feeling the double bind of being “handcuffed”
by the system, which dictated and limited their roles as advocates for students in IB DPs, which
often placed them in positions to be gatekeepers. Altogether these three themes provided a
greater understanding of the phenomenon of gatekeeping within the context of IB DPs in school
counselors’ work with underrepresented students and families as well as related stakeholders.
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Further, through a social constructivist lens, the researcher honored the multiple existing realities
and experiences connected to the phenomenon of gatekeeping, emphasizing the emic perspective
highlighted the perspectives of the participants, while accounting for the transactional interaction
between the researcher and participants to jointly co-construct meanings through interactive
dialogue and interpretation, reflecting the epistemology of social constructivism.
Theme One: “Pulling” and “Pushing” Underrepresented Students in the IB DP
Most participants shared challenges in convincing underrepresented students to pursue
and remain in the IB DP more often than students from White and higher socioeconomic
backgrounds as a major component of the gatekeeping experience. Consistent with existing
research in secondary and higher education (Bland & Woodworth, 2008; Means & Pyne, 2017;
Whiting & Ford, 2009), there were challenges in the recruitment, enrollment, and retention of
underrepresented students in advanced academic courses, like the IB DP. Such challenges
resulted in the underrepresentation of diverse students in such courses and programs.
Researchers have found some underrepresented student groups, especially students of color and
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, may be less likely to seek and pursue rigor
(Flowers, 2008; Klopfenstein, 2004; Ndura et al., 2003). Further, researchers have also discussed
the issue of retention of students of color, low-income students, and first-generation college
students in higher education (Fann, 2004; Poynton & Lapan, 2017; Rigali-Oiler & Kurpius,
2013; Yavuz, 2016), which may connect to issues of access to and persistence in high school
academic rigor.
The participants’ reported reasons for such challenges were consistent with the literature
in terms of misinformation or lack of information to make informed decisions about rigor
(Hooker & Brand, 2010; Kolluri, 2018; Wolniak et al., 2016), importance of peer influences
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(Lovett, 2011; Ohrt et al., 2009; Vega et al., 2015) and family supports and buy-in (Dockery,
2012; McKillip & Rawls, 2008), communication of high expectations for students (Bryan et al.,
2011; Dockery & Mckelvey, 2013), and provision of equitable supports (J. M. Williams et al.,
2017; Wolniak et al., 2016) to be academically successful. Researchers have also previously
discussed school counselors’ experiences of encountering and supporting underrepresented
students’ with feelings of confidence (or lack thereof) to pursue rigor (Callahan, 2003; Cisneros
et al., 2014; Walker & Pearsall, 2012), which impacts students’ perceptions of their own
academic success and identity. The research has also supported the importance of highlighting
the short- and long-term values of rigor, such as potentially earning college credit (Cholewa et
al., 2015; M. A. Martinez & Welton, 2014), as means of increasing academic engagement, yet
the findings from this present study demonstrate that merely sharing information about the
benefits of rigor with students and families may only have a superficial role. Another finding
consistent with the literature was school counselors’ intentional outreach to recruit
underrepresented students into the IB DP, which enhanced access and communicated a sense of
belonging for students (Bland & Woodworth, 2008). Researchers have shown that it takes more
than sharing functional information with students and families, and students need more critical
information to make informed decisions (McKillip & Rawls, 2008). Thus, research is needed
about actionable next steps for school counselors to increase buy-in with underrepresented
students and families.
Theme Two: Biases about Belonging
Most participants reported biases about belonging as a major experience of gatekeeping
with underrepresented students. Such biases came from underrepresented students themselves
and stakeholders who interacted with underrepresented students daily, including teachers,
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parents, and school counselors. These biases informed perceptions of student belonging,
readiness, and fit for the IB DP, which directly impacted access to and persistence during
underrepresented students’ academic experiences.
Consistent with the literature, underrepresented students’ self-perceptions of lack of
belonging due to race, socioeconomic factors, and personal and social issues played an important
role in buying-into the IB DP. Researchers have shown that some students were reluctant to
enroll in advanced courses due to lower levels of confidence, fear of not being successful, and
concern about being isolated and among few minority students (Cisneros et al., 2014; Engle,
2007; Walker & Pearsall, 2012). Students from minority groups who took advanced courses
often felt tokenized as the only student or one of few students in the program (Haskins et al.,
2013; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). Their isolated experiences also impacted their selfperceptions of their own academic success and racial identity. When students internalized racial
and social class issues, they also internalized negative stereotypes, had lower academic selfconcepts and expectations for themselves, and feared failure (Welton & Martinez, 2014).
Researcher also showed that underrepresented students’ experiences and adoption of academic
discourse in the classroom contributed to feelings of and perceptions from peers of “acting
White” (White & Ali-Kahn, 2013). Students of color also experienced academic intimidation,
where White, middle class, and affluent students and families monopolized and possessed access
to advanced courses, while students of color lacked this access and felt unprepared for and
uninvited into rigor (Welton & Martinez, 2014). Having the mental and emotional stamina to
pursue and continue in academically rigorous courses can be challenging, isolating, and
intimidating for underrepresented students, impacting their perception of self-worth and sense of
belonging during high school and beyond.
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Moreover, school counselors and educators who serve diverse students may not recognize
the cultural factors of students’ academic and learning experiences, thus contributing to and
sustaining biases about underrepresented students and their belonging in the IB DP. Researchers
have supported the study’s findings in that some educators have held implicitly negative views
(i.e., biases and misconceptions) about underrepresented students’ readiness for academic rigor
(Mebane, 2003; Schmitt & Goebel, 2015). Even experienced teachers of minority and
economically disadvantaged students had a narrow understanding of high ability and failed to
recognize nontraditional characteristics of high potential (Cisneros et al., 2014; Walker &
Pearsall, 2012). Such deficit-based views of cultural differences can affect teachers’ and school
counselors’ identification and referrals of students for academically rigorous courses. Further,
inadequate culturally relevant pedagogy and college readiness skills were lacking when teaching
traditionally underserved populations (Hertberg-Davis & Callahan, 2008; Kolluri, 2018). When
school counselors and educators possessed lower levels of multicultural competence, this can
impact their ability to equitably recognize and serve the needs of underrepresented students and
implement effective practices to support students’ access, persistence, and achievement.
School counselors’ roles as gatekeepers simultaneously hindered students’ access to
rigorous academic coursework. Gatekeeping reflected the school counselors’ power to belonging
in the IB DP. Specifically, school counselors were in positions to control the numbers of students
who access and progress to advanced coursework, such as disproportionate rates of referrals and
identification practices that systematically and systemically exclude underrepresented students
from rigorous opportunities (Cholewa et al., 2015; Davis et al., 2013; Siskin et al., 2010; Whiting
& Ford, 2009). In addition, language that communicated implicit biases from educators, parents,
and school counselors were forms of microaggressions (Stambaugh & Ford, 2015). Although
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microaggressions are often intended as harmless or unintentional, such comments contributed to
feelings of not belonging and being degraded as well as conveyed inaccurate assumptions that
could affect students’ own and others’ beliefs about their capacities for success (Stambaugh &
Ford, 2015). School counselors have the capacity to enhance their own practical competency,
and importantly, multicultural competency. School counselors transform from barriers to bridges
by becoming aware of their own biases, understanding the various barriers that directly and
indirectly impede students’ access to rigor, and promoting equitable practices that increase
access for all students.
Theme Three: Double Bind
Just as participants felt the experience of double bind in trying to be an advocate yet still
being positioned as a gatekeeper, participants felt a similar double bind as enforcers of
institutionally mandated gatekeeping, despite not wanting to do so. This experience of double
bind was supported by the literature:
…counselors as being in a classic “double bind.” Not only must they serve as
representatives and advocates for the student; they must also represent the institution as
“gatekeepers.” This raises a vexing issue for any individual employed by an institution,
yet expecting and expected to serve student interests (Brody, 1983, p. 298).
School counselors’s feelings of being “handcuffed” illustrated this experience of double bind in
which they felt a sense of restraint by the parameters of systemic barriers yet such restraint also
served as a catalyst for advocacy.
“Handcuffed” by Systemic Barriers
Most participants experienced feeling limited by systemic barriers in terms of what they
could do to support and advocate for underrepresented students. Participants experienced various
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forms of institutional gatekeeping, or gatekeeping that occurs at a systems level and represents
the sociopolitical contexts of the institution or system, that further contribute to inequalities
among students (Davidson, 2000; Swartz, 2009). Because school counselors, as gatekeepers,
represented systemic barriers, it unfortunately became their “job… to up uphold a systemsanctioned model of education” (Swartz, 2009, p. 1058). Participants’ experiences of being
“handcuffed” or restricted by the system in which they represent and work within were
consistent with the literature.
“Handcuffed” in a Position of Power. Most participants reported utilizing criteria to
consider students for the IB DP, despite some having an open enrollment policy. The number
and type of criteria also varied based on school contexts. Because admission to IB programs is
not necessarily regulated by the IBO nor dependent on prior identification of giftedness or high
ability, acceptance is based on locally determined screening processes (Callahan, 2003). Due to
localized criteria, screening processes and school policies, it is possible that this can generate an
inherently inequitable practice of access in such programs. Most participants felt that the criteria
gatekept students’ access to the IB DP, which often resulted in selective or small enrollment in
the program, and thus, open enrollment policies can improve diverse student enrollment
(Hanover, 2015).
The types of criteria reported by participants and school-based documents, such as
academic history, teacher and counselor recommendations, and test scores, were consistent with
the literature (May et al., 2013; Patrick et al., 2020; Perna et al., 2015). Although researchers
have shown that academic achievement predicted success in rigor and college readiness (May et
al., 2013), such criteria, however, created barriers to the IB DP. Most affected underrepresented
students whose academic histories may not have met the instituted standards of fit (Akos et al.,
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2007; Callahan, 2003; Ford & Grantham, 2003). Criteria for consideration also contributed to
issues of academic tracking (i.e., the practice of categorizing students by curriculum standards,
educational and career aspirations, and/or ability levels; Akos et al., 2007), which
disproportionately excluded students from accessing academic rigor (Cholewa et al., 2015).
Most participants reported experiencing the challenge of navigating the practices of
gatekeeping that connected to their roles as school counselors who worked with
underrepresented students. Most participants viewed gatekeeping as a negative identity and
pejorative practice that hurt underrepresented students’ access to the IB DP, which was
consistent with the literature. Specifically, when school counselors were perceived as
gatekeepers, they contributed to the continued underrepresentation and practices that exclude
underrepresented students from rigorous academic opportunities (Cholewa et al., 2015; Whiting
& Ford, 2009). Participants described gatekeeping as a practice tied to controlling or determining
access (or lack thereof), which was consistent with Lewin’s (1947) gatekeeping theory that
posited gatekeeping involves channeling access to certain opportunities for some and not others.
Similarly, Domina et al.’s (2017) conceptualization of gatekeeping reinforced divisions and
restricted access to valuable opportunities. Further, the participants attributed gatekeeping and
being a gatekeeper to being in a position of power who makes decisions for and about students.
This finding has also been supported by Lewin’s gatekeeping theory in which gatekeepers
determine entry and guide decisions, thus, positioning the gatekeeper as an influential person in a
position of power (Lewin, 1947). School counselors were then positioned to discourage some
students from pursuing rigor, while encouraging others (McKillip & Rawls, 2008).
“Handcuffed” by Structural Barriers. The various exclusionary practices and existence
of tangible and intangible barriers served as individual and systemic gatekeepers, which was
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consistent with the research. In particular, participants mentioned several gatekeepers in their
work with underrepresented students, such as early opportunities to access to rigor that
advantaged some while disadvantaging others; limited awareness of students and families to
make informed decision; family, environmental, and systemic factors that impede student access
and success; and differential access to information about the IB DP. Previous exposure to
academic rigor in middle school, particularly in math—a main gatekeeper course to high school
graduation and college persistence and completion—is a predictor for pursuing college
preparatory courses (Akos et al., 2007; Bryant, 2015; Conger, Long, & Iatarola, 2009). When
academic under-preparedness preceded underrepresented students, this disadvantage posed a
setback that determined whether they will even be considered for academic rigor.
Moreover, family support was an important predictor of accessing and persisting in
advanced courses (Dockery, 2012; Dockery & McKelvey, 2013; Witenko, Mireles-Rios, & Rios,
2017). Families of underrepresented students often felt unsupported by the school and had
limited awareness about information to support their children’s academic and college
preparedness (Bryan et al., 2011; Kolluri, 2018; Villalba et al., 2007). Even when students
attended schools with open enrollment policies, a lack of information posed a barrier for students
and parents when understanding the requirements and opportunities of enrolling in academic
rigor (Hanover Research, 2015). Although students and families understood the importance of
college, first-generation and low-income students knew little about their options and academic
and social preparation, such as access to rigor, needed to pursue and succeed in postsecondary
education (Hooker & Brand, 2010). Because family support was a predictor of rigorous coursetaking, families can be at a disadvantage when lacking the social capital to support and challenge
their children, which was consistent with social capital theory (i.e., school counselors and
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families as sources of information and supports; Cholewa et al., 2015). Underrepresented
students can be supported by school counselors when their families are supported and can make
informed decisions about academic rigor and postsecondary options.
“Handcuffed” by Organizational Barriers. Participants reported experiencing
difficulty in considering inequities or even advocating for changes due to various organizational
barriers, such as lack of training and the organizational structure of the school, which was
consistent with the literature. House and Martin (1998) suggested that when school counselors
were unaware of their roles and its impacts, they potentially upheld the status quo, further
sustaining inequities than combating them. In addition, when school counselors lacked access to
professional development, this limited school counselors’ development of competency to support
students and impact the opportunities shared with students (Burley et al., 2009; Hallett &
Venegas, 2011; Schaeffer et al., 2010). Further, Siskin et al. (2010) found that training for school
counselors about IB programming was critical to supporting increased access to the IB DP, as
school counselors were positioned as gatekeepers by way of course enrollment processes.
The participants shared varied experiences and opinions about the division of labor
among school counselors in their schools, particularly as it relates to caseload assignments (i.e.,
caseload assignments based on the IB program or across grade levels, programs, etc.).
Participants discussed how caseload assignment, such as only serving IB students, created a
situation where only one counselor had experience with the IB program. Although research has
not yet addressed evidence-based supports for ideal caseload assignments that best support
student needs, research has shown that student characteristics within school counselor caseloads
may present differences in school counselors’ daily demands with students as well as their
overall experiences of stress (McCarthy et al., 2010). Siskin et al. (2010) proposed that when all

198

school counselors received training in IB programming, all school counselors can have a role in
enhancing access to the IB DP, rather than leaving it up to one or few school counselors with
specialized knowledge. The mixed experiences of caseload organization within IB DPs warrant
further research to understand how division of labor and caseload organization among school
counseling departments best support student and family needs.
Another finding from the present study related to the exclusive and elitist nature of the IB
program. Such elitism contributed to explicit and implicit gatekeeping practices, which has been
supported in the literature (Callahan, 2003; Hill, 2012; Mayer, 2008). For instance, several
participants described their school’s IB program as “a school within a school.” As a result, the IB
program was often perceived by underrepresented students, families, educators, and school
counselors as elitist, which created a perspective of an unequal hierarchy that impeded equitable
access to the IB DP. The concept of “a school within a school,” however, has been discussed in
the literature in conflicting ways. On the one hand, Klopfenstein (2004) recommended that larger
high schools can divide into smaller “schools within a school” to promote increased access to
and intimate supports for a rigorous curriculum among underrepresented students. On the other
hand, researchers also argued that “a school within a school” was an inequitable practice
(Solorzano & Ornelas, 2004) that did not necessarily guarantee that students of color,
particularly Latino and African American students, to have access to rigor, resulting in their
underrepresentation. This was consistent with the theory of categorical inequalities (Tilly, 2003)
in which sorting produces durable inequalities among students within the same school. Due to
this access disparity, White and higher income students benefit disproportionately from rigor and
continue to become the primary beneficiaries of White institutional spaces (Davis et al., 2019;
Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Kolluri, 2018), resulting in opportunity hoarding (Reeves, 2017; Tilly,
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2003). Such organizational barriers further contributed to exclusion and sustained perceptions of
elitism of the IB DP, which contradicts the IBO’s aim to enhance equitable and inclusive access
to the IB program (IBO, 2004; Mayer, 2008; Siskin & Weinstein, 2008). Further research is
needed to understand how schools can be organized to serve the needs of all students, while also
calling and paying attention to the needs of underrepresented students’ access to rigor.
Moreover, despite feeling that gatekeeping included a power dynamic and differential,
the participants also reported feeling disempowered, especially considering the personal, social,
environmental, and systemic challenges faced by underrepresented students as well as
gatekeepers above school counselors (i.e., administrators, district leadership) that hindered their
ability to advocate. These experiences seemed to consistent with the experience of nice
counselor syndrome in which being perceived as nice and accommodating overshadows a
person’s ability to be an advocate, thus further sustaining the status quo (Bemak & Chung,
2008). Bemak and Chung (2008) described several personal and professional obstacles that often
contribute to school counselors’ likelihood of fulfilling the nice counselor syndrome and in turn,
discourage change, and these obstacles aligned with participants’ experiences: apathy as a coping
strategy, anxiety leading to guilt, false sense of powerlessness, professional paralysis, resistance
from administrators, and job security. These personal and professional limitations may contribute
to school counselors’ experience of double bind as advocates, who act on behalf of students, yet
gatekeepers, who act on behalf of organizations at the expense of the students (Cicourel &
Kitsuse, 1963). Despite being positioned as gatekeepers, institutionalized disempowerment
experienced by school counselors hinder the ability to move beyond nice counselor syndrome to
become advocates and systemic change agents.
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Advocacy as Resistance to Being “Handcuffed”
Practicing inclusivity with the goal of equitable access to the IB DP was a goal for most
participants, as advocacy was a key aspect of their experience as gatekeepers. This finding was
consistent with the role of school counselors as advocates, which is an essential theme of
developing comprehensive school counseling programs (ASCA, 2019). Research by Schaeffer et
al. (2010) also found that advocacy includes specific dispositions and behaviors that identified
and addressed underrepresented students’ needs and college access issues.
Another aspect of practicing inclusivity was having cultural awareness and practicing
cultural sensitivity in school counselors’ daily interactions with diverse students and families.
However, a few participants, who identified as White, shared evidence of colorblindness in
which school counselors purported to not see racial differences among students. This finding is
also consistent with literature in which participants of color demonstrated fewer colorblind racial
attitudes compared to White individuals (Neville et al., 2000). Research has also shown that
when individuals demonstrate higher levels of colorblindness, this impairs counselors’ ability to
competently employ cultural sensitivity when serving clients of color (Chao, 2013; Chao et al.,
2011). Lovett (2011) suggested that having a lack of cultural sensitivity does not support
underrepresented students. Further, Astramovich and Harris (2007) have suggested that school
counselors, though they may experience challenges in supporting minority student success, who
fail to challenge stereotypes and oppression only facilitate inequities of access for
underrepresented students. It is imperative that school counselors understand the gatekeepers that
contribute to and sustain the systemic oppression that affects underrepresented students, as well
as recognize their colorblindness and become aware of institutionalized forms of racism, power,
and privilege (Astramovich & Harris, 2007; Gonzalez, 2012). School counselors are ideally
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situated to advocate for all students to access rigorous academic courses and opportunities for
academic, social and emotional, and postsecondary development. Through direct student services
(i.e., interventions and activities that directly impact student development) and indirect student
services to act on behalf of students’ needs, school counselors deliver services and interventions
that address and advocate for students’ needs (ASCA, 2019) in ways that support equitable
access to rigorous educational experiences.
Novel Findings that Expand the Understanding of Gatekeeping
As a result of this study, there were several novel findings that potentially expands our
current understanding of gatekeeping within the context of school counseling. Although the
findings of this study were not intended to be generalizable, the findings still merit consideration
for continued understanding of the phenomenon of gatekeeping. Some novel findings that
warranted further research included: (a) school counselors’ experience of convincing students
during academic planning; (b) the experience of underrepresented students’ intrinsic protective
factors; (c) the varied quantities and qualities of criteria used across schools to consider students
for the IB DP; (d) nuanced understandings of the meaning of gatekeeping; and (e) connections
between the phenomenon of gatekeeping to previously unconsidered theories.
First, the theme of “Pulling” and “Pushing” Underrepresented Students in the IB DP
provided a new perspective. In particular, there seemed to be a paucity of literature regarding
school counselors’ experiences in convincing underrepresented students to consider, enroll, and
persist in rigorous high school courses. Witenko et al. (2017) studied networks of encouragement
for Latina/o students and shifted the focus group who informs students to who encourages
students. However, the act of convincing students seems to go beyond information and
encouragement. Although ASCA (2019) has noted school counselors’ roles in providing direct
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services of appraisal and advisement, especially when related to academic planning, the
experience of convincing went beyond conversations of typical academic advisement and
planning. According to the participants, their experiences of convincing underrepresented
students to pursue and remain in the IB DP stemmed from their knowledge of
underrepresentation of underrepresented students in academic rigor. Consistent with the
literature, school counselors’ roles in academic planning, such as course selections and
postsecondary planning, may impact the practice of gatekeeping, which may influence how
students are considered for or even deterred from accessing rigorous curricula and postsecondary
opportunities (Cholewa et al., 2015; P. Davis et al., 2013; Holcomb-Mccoy, 2007; M. A.
Martinez & Welton, 2014; McKillip & Rawls, 2008; Smith, 2011). Although academic planning
and gatekeeping may be connected, more research is needed about specific academic planning
practices that may best support underrepresented students to take and remain in the IB DP as
well as understanding the experience and processes of convincing students to pursue rigor.
Second, an important finding shared by several participants was the feelings of pride in
observing underrepresented students’ the resilience and perseverance by surpassing gatekeepers
and thriving in and beyond the IB DP. The school counselors shared feelings of pride and joy in
being a part of supporting these students, as research has shown the importance of relationships
and trust in influencing underrepresented students’ enrollment in advanced course and
postsecondary opportunities (Ohrt et al., 2009; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; Villalba et al.,
2007). The participants recognized intrinsic protective factors that motivated students to be
successful in the IB DP, which adds to the literature on academic resilience. For instance,
Williams et al. (2017) discussed protective factors and processes that have supported
underrepresented students’ experiences of resiliency and academic success, such as peer social
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capital, caring teachers, family and community assets, and multiple streams of motivation. In
light of the findings in this study, further research can focus on school counselors’ experiences of
identifying and helping to develop underrepresented students’ intrinsic protective factors.
Third, another interesting finding was the exploration of various criteria used to
determine student access to the IB DP. Based on the summative content analysis (see Appendix
J), schools considered a wide number and variety of criteria to measure or determine student
readiness for the IB DP, including various (intended to be) objective and subjective criteria.
Although the multiple criteria may be intended as objective (i.e., test scores, GPA, gatekeeper
courses [Atanda, 1999]), such meritocratic criteria produced and were outcomes of unequal
systemic access. Further, subjective criteria were also prone to biases. The varied quantity and
quality of criteria for consideration along with potential benefits and challenges of open
enrollment policies merit further examination to understand ways to support increased, equitable
access to rigor.
Fourth, participants reported mixed experiences of the connection between the concepts
of gatekeeping and advocacy. For most participants, gatekeeping was perceived as the antithesis
of advocacy, which was supported by the literature (Callahan et al., 2017; House & Martin,
1998). However, for few participants, gatekeeping was equivalent to or needed to be advocates
for underrepresented students and families, consistent with Rosenbaum et al.’s (1996) finding.
For other participants, they reported experiencing nuances of gatekeeping, rather than a black-orwhite perspective—a finding that is a new addition to the field and warrants continued research
on the nuances of gatekeeping experiences, practices, and procedures that affect school
counselors and the students they support.
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Finally, the findings of this study contributed to our understanding of theories connected
to the phenomenon of gatekeeping. At present, gatekeeping theory, social capital theory, and the
theory of categorical inequalities have not been linked together, though elements of these
theories demonstrate interconnectedness. First, although gatekeeping theory (DeIuliis, 2015;
Lewis, 1947) has been applied to other fields, such as mass communication, this theory has not
yet been applied to the field of school counseling. To date, this is the first study that has offered
contextual information related to gatekeeping theory to connect to the understanding of
gatekeeping and gatekeepers within the school counseling field. Considering theory, the findings
from this study aligned with the phenomenon of gatekeeping originally proposed by Lewin in
1947, in which gatekeeping is an interrelated phenomenon of individuals and groups regarding
the control of information passed through a metaphorical gate (DeIuliis, 2015). This present
study advances this theory in the sense that it provided descriptions of high school counselors’
lived experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the IB DP and how their
experiences of gatekeeping interact with impact the students and families with whom they work.
Consistent with Lewin’s (1947) gatekeeping theory, the participants viewed gatekeeping
and gatekeepers negatively and pejoratively. Gatekeepers were decision makers, who were not
only positioned as influential individuals in power but also the results of being influenced by the
multiple and changing social processes and contexts in which they resided. Further, the findings
also shed light on gatekeepers being more than physical individuals, but also systemic barriers
that impeded access for underrepresented students. Some participants even identified
underrepresented students and their families “as their own gatekeepers,” acknowledging the
power that they may have in making their own decisions, while also experiencing the imposition
of decisions made for them. Lewin (1947) also posited that gatekeeping and gatekeepers
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represented discriminatory practices that restricted access to resources and opportunities.
Overall, the exploration of the lived experiences of gatekeeping aligned with Lewin’s theory, as
school counselors were perceived as decision makers, someone to go through, and enactors of
access and change. Although most school counselors denied wanting to be associated with
gatekeeping (even rejecting it altogether), school counselors are gatekeepers, both explicitly and
implicitly, and often enact gatekeeping practices as a result of the social systems, interactions,
and contexts (i.e., schools, districts, policies) in which they function, regardless of their desire to
do so. These experiences provided evidence of the interconnection of gatekeeping theory with
the phenomenon of gatekeeping by school counselors, particularly in the context of the IB DP.
Next, social capital theory connects to gatekeeping, which has been previously supported
by the literature in education and school counseling (Bryan et al., 2017; Cholewa et al., 2015).
School counselors are sources of social capital, and the relationships and information that they
possess can change outcomes for students. Students and families also possess social capital
because with access to knowledge and resources about college access, academic rigor, or other
educational opportunities, they are more equipped to make informed decisions. Through
relationships between and among individuals, underrepresented students are beneficiaries of such
relationships and support systems. Social capital theory also aligns with gatekeeping theory in
that school counselors, as gatekeepers, have the power to utilize relationships and knowledge of
information and resources to enhance access to opportunities. Moreover, participants mentioned
underrepresented students’ resilience and perseverance to overcoming gatekeeping and
gatekeepers to thrive in the IB DP and beyond, which may also demonstrate how social capital
impacts school counselors or other individuals in positions of power but also underrepresented
students’ persistence and success.

206

Furthermore, the theory of categorical inequalities connects to the phenomenon of
gatekeeping and gatekeeping theory. Participants associated patterns of exclusion and inclusion
(Light, 2011) when reflecting about their experiences of gatekeeping in their work with
underrepresented students in the IB DP. Practices of exclusion, such as the concept of “a school
within a school,” may have been intended to solve common organizational and access issues
within schools, but what results is the categorization of student groups that produce differences
(Tilly, 2003). Such differences unequally endowed some individuals with access, resulting in
exploitation and opportunity hoarding, while others (often underrepresented students) were
limited and continued to be disadvantaged, thus producing durable inequalities (Domina et al.,
2017; Tilly, 2003). The process of gatekeeping as well as the systemic barriers and institutional
policies of gatekeeping sustain categorical inequalities within schools and districts and between
and among students. Thus, this further reinforces and imposes categories and divisions that allow
and deny equitable access to rigorous educational opportunities, like the IB DP.
Implications
The three themes illustrated school counselors’ experiences of gatekeeping. The findings
from this study indicated that the experience of gatekeeping among school counselors who work
with underrepresented students in the IB DP was pervasive within their practice, both explicitly
and implicitly. Thus, the findings from this study offered implications for school counseling
practice and training.
Implications for School Counseling Practice
The findings of this study are important for school counseling practice, and it is important
for school counselors who work with underrepresented students and families to understand and
gain awareness of the implications of gatekeeping in their professional work and personal lives.
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Regardless of whether school counselors ascribe to or identify as gatekeepers, their words and
actions can potentially become forms of gatekeeping, which affect access for underrepresented
students and families. As a result of this study, there are several implications for school
counseling practice, such as (a) informing underrepresented students and families about the IB
DP, (b) evaluating criteria and practices that contribute to gatekeeping, (c) promoting a schoolwide culture of equitable access and supports for all students, (d) having awareness of and
confronting the biases of oneself and from others, and (e) transforming from nice counselor
syndrome to a social justice focused advocate.
First, consistent with the findings about underrepresented students and families
benefitting from access to information about the IB DP, school counselors can proactively share
information about the IB DP. In addition, school counselors can highlight the value of the IB DP
by connecting to their academic interests and strengths as well as share benefits of earning
college credits and development of critical thinking skills (Welton & Martinez, 2014). With prior
preparation and information, underrepresented students and their families can make informed
decisions about their futures (Sciarra & Whitson, 2007). Further, information can be shared in
the form of psychoeducation for parents about the IB DP since communication is an important
means of sharing academic and postsecondary expectations. By conducting parent education and
outreach initiatives, school counselors act as cultural brokers and bridge the school, families, and
communities together to make academic and postsecondary information regarding the IB DP
accessible (Dickson et al., 2011; Dockery, 2012; Holcomb-McCoy, 2010; Witenko et al., 2017).
The findings from the study also emphasized peers as powerful factors for
underrepresented students’ pursuit of the IB DP. School counselors can capitalize on peer
influences and relationships within the school, especially for underrepresented students, to
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develop peer supports and mentors who can share experiences and strategies for success in the
IB DP (Burley et al., 2009; Caspary et al., 2015; Whiting & Ford, 2009). Moreover, although
working with underrepresented students and their families in the IB DP may present challenges
for school counselors, school counselors are encouraged to continue efforts to “pull” and “push”
students to consider and remain in the program. School counselors’ efforts toward recruitment
and retention of underrepresented students may contribute to meaningful experiences for the
school counselor, students, and their families by impacting students’ future trajectories (Theokas
& Saaris, 2013).
Second, school counselors are encouraged to be critical about criteria and practices that
contribute to gatekeeping. School counselors can critically question systemic gatekeepers, such
as structural and organizational barriers, that contribute to disproportionate over- and
underrepresentation of certain student groups. In addition, school counselors can be mindful of
academic tracking practices that may explicitly and implicitly occur within schools and districts
that disproportionately categorize and sort students inequitably (Akos et al., 2007). Researchers
discussed that continuing routine practices instituted by systems without critically questioning
such practices and biases only further contributed to oppressive practices that further
disempowered underrepresented students and reinforced stereotypes about access (Astramovich
& Harris, 2007).
In addition, school counselors can use data to understand the landscape of systemic
barriers and gain awareness about student groups that disproportionately access or lack access to
the IB DP. Disaggregation of data allows school counselors to make informed data-driven
decisions to increase equity, narrow the achievement gap, and provide targeted services and
resources (Bodenhorn et al., 2010; Cholewa et al., 2015; Ohrt et al., 2009; Villalba et al., 2007).
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Data-driven decision-making is an important form of advocacy for school counselors to
collaborate with administrators to regularly monitor patterns of student participation in IB DP
courses. School counselors can also share data about how non-school counseling activities
impact their ability to meet the needs of all students, particularly those that are underrepresented
(Adelman, 2006; J. Williams et al., 2015). Through data-based decision-making, school
counselors can to shed light on the contributors and results of gatekeeping practices and work
toward resolving such inequities. and families, but also to justify their own professional
responsibilities.
Third, based on the experiences from the participants, they described challenges in
supporting underrepresented students to feel a sense of belonging in the IB DP, which often
carried perceptions of elitism and exclusion. School counselors can help their schools to be
mindful and critical of the perception of the IB DP so as to avoid conveying perceptions of
elitism and exclusion. To support underrepresented students’ experiences of belonging and
success in the IB DP, school counselors can promote a school-wide culture that provides both
equitable access and supports for students so that students have more opportunities to enroll and
persist in the IB DP. The combination of targeted academic supports, like tutoring, mentoring,
Saturday school, and college visits, and social supports, including peer and counseling supports,
positively influenced underrepresented students and promoted personalized learning
environments (Bland & Woodworth, 2008; J. K. Bryant & Nicolas, 2011; Gerry & Corcoran,
2011; M. Martinez & Klopott, 2005; Wolniak et al., 2016). Further, schools that opted for open
enrollment policies in advanced courses reported this as a successful strategy to increase
enrollment of low-income and minority students (Bland & Woodworth, 2009; Hanover
Research, 2015).
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Fourth, school counselors are ethically mandated to develop their multicultural
competence by increasing awareness of their biases and privileges and understanding the
worldviews of underrepresented students’ experiences (ASCA, 2016). However, as gatekeepers,
school counselors may hold explicit and implicit biases about underrepresented students and
expectations for their success in the IB DP. It is important for school counselors to practice selfreflection to understand how their work and interactions influence perceived notions of
gatekeeping. To begin, school counselors can reflect upon their own biases and multicultural
competence, as well as understand differences among diverse students’ cultures, whether in their
direct work with students or consultations with educators and stakeholders (Dickson et al., 2011;
Vela et al., 2013; Whiting & Ford, 2009). It is important for school counselors to think about
how they interact with students, support their academic planning, and share information and
resources in ways that close opportunity and access gaps for underrepresented students. Further,
school counselors are encouraged to take notice of and develop relationships with their students
by highlighting their interests and strengths and “pulling” and “pushing” them to consider the IB
DP, especially for students who would not have considered otherwise. When school counselors
communicate belief in and high expectations for students, students were more likely to take risks
and purse challenges (Burton et al., 2002).
School counselors can participate in and promote professional development about
multicultural competence development for themselves and their colleagues. Further, school
counselors can appropriately challenge or confront the biases of their fellow gatekeepers (e.g.,
teachers, administrators) by broaching sensitive or misinformed issues from a perspective of
cultural humility (Day-Vines et al., 2007). Practicing self-awareness brings to attention implicit
and explicit biases that affect school counselors’ and educators’ work with students and families,
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and thus, skills training and awareness building can reduce such biases and building caring
relationships (Williams et al., 2017). Although school counselors are not expected to be solely
responsible for guiding discussions about multicultural competency for themselves and others,
they are uniquely positioned to model, learn, and share students’ cultural assets and differences
that exist between and within underrepresented groups to avoid biases based on stereotypes
(Welton & Martinez, 2014).
Finally, to move beyond “nice counselor syndrome,” Bemak and Chung (2008)
recommended several ways for school counselors to become social justice advocates and
systemic change agents. Such recommendations may also be applied to school counselors’ work
as gatekeepers, so that school counselors can gain awareness of and transform their roles as
gatekeepers to become advocates for underrepresented students’ access to academic rigor. For
example, Bemak and Chung (2008) recommended that school counselors can align social justice
advocacy with the school mission and goals to promote a school-wide vision of access and
equity, and identify and address the environmental, cultural, social, historical, and systemic
factors that continue to contribute to students’ personal, social and emotional, and postsecondary
development as well as the disparities in access among students. Further, school counselors can
gain a better understanding of the faults of nice counselor syndrome and develop the courage to
voice the inequities of practices and systems that maintain the status quo (Bemak & Chung,
2008). Otherwise, “failure to acknowledge and address the differential and inequitable treatment
many routinely experience is to be complicit with the existing program” (Bemak & Chung, 2008,
p. 379), which was consistent with the experiences of gatekeeping expressed by the participants.
Advocacy for students appear differently based on various contexts and needs, and through
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resource provisions and relationships, school counselors demonstrate their commitment to access
and equity while dispelling gatekeeping functions.
Implications for School Counseling Training
The findings of this study are also important for school counseling training. Counselor
educators who train graduate students in school counseling programs have an important role in
developing the next generation of social justice-focused school counselors. It is important for
school counselors-in-training who will work with diverse students and families to understand and
gain awareness of the implications of gatekeeping in their professional work and personal lives.
As a result of this study, there are several implications for school counseling training. Counselor
educators can incorporate content in courses, supervision, and overall school counseling training
to include: (a) training in academic planning, (b) practicing using and interpreting data as a
means of advocacy, and (c) helping school counselors-in-training to develop multicultural
competence and awareness.
First, academic planning is a major role of school counselors (ASCA, 2019). The Council
for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP), a major
accrediting body for counseling programs, noted the importance of including training about
interventions to promote academic development as a CACREP standard (CACREP, 2016).
CAREP (2016) also included that school counselors-in-training must develop skills to critical
examine issues related to academic achievement. In practice, academic development often takes
the form of course selections and academic advisement. Although academic advisement is a term
often used in higher education, school counselors also engage in academic advisement by
applying their knowledge about the field to empower students to successfully navigate their
academic experiences (Larson et al., 2018). Counselor educators can also call attention to

213

ASCA’s position statement on “The School Counselor and Equity for All Students” to educate
and inform pre-service school counselors about their roles in developing a comprehensive
counseling program that promotes equity and access to rigorous educational opportunities for all
students (ASCA, 2018). Thus, to ensure pre-service school counselors’ readiness for the
profession, counselor educators can integrate more content about academic planning in
coursework and field work.
Because school counselors serve as advocates for students, it is important to train preservice school counselors about access and equity issues that contribute to achievement,
opportunity, and excellence gaps (ASCA, 2018). Counselor educators can teach about various
opportunities for academic rigor in schools, as well as its benefits, outcomes, and barriers to
access and persistence, especially as it relates to underrepresented students. In addition,
counselor educators can encourage students to have awareness of access and equity issues about
academic rigor during their field site experiences and engage in class discussions about the social
justice implications of such issues. Galassi and Akos (2012) also recommended that instruction
include foci on both students and systems that permit or impede equitable access to rigor and
academic development. Researchers also suggested incorporating an entire course or various
course topics to teach the knowledge and skills necessary to support students with academic
development (Galassi & Akos, 2012). Such topics included evidence-based academic strengths,
closing achievement gaps, and conducting action research projects about promoting academic
development for students (Galassi & Akos, 2012). In addition to action research projects,
engaging in projects that promote academic development through school-family-community
partnerships can support pre-service school counselors’ academic and practical learning about
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closing achievement and opportunity gaps for underrepresented students and families (Bryan et
al., 2016; Galassi & Akos, 2012).
Second, counselor educators can incorporate instructional methods and activities that
encourage pre-service school counselors to use, interpret, and grapple with school and student
data. Including data-driven inquiry activities and discussions can encourage critical thinking and
advocacy skills so that pre-service school counselors are equipped to understand and promote
data-driven practices. Counselor educators can also teach about and challenge pre-service school
counselors to learn about evidence-based practices related to academic development so that they
can be prepared to implement interventions and initiate conversations with stakeholders about
the value of evidence-based practices to support elementary and secondary students’ academic
development (Mullen et al., 2019). Further, counselor educators can embed discussions about
gatekeeping during instruction about data-driven and evidence-based school counseling
practices. Such discussions and opportunities for reflection about gatekeeping can help preservice school counselors to be aware of gatekeepers and gatekeeping practices and policies,
understand its connection to the professional role of school counselors, and be critical about the
impact of gatekeeping on the outcomes of students and families. Integrating knowledge,
awareness, and skills about data and gatekeeping can help pre-service school counselors to
understand how to advocate for students and families who have been historically marginalized.
Finally, CACREP (2016) includes standards for developing multicultural counseling
competencies and social justice and advocacy skills as key to counselor development and
training. Multicultural competence is necessary for school counselors to serve the needs of
diverse students and families and ensure that students, especially those from underrepresented
backgrounds, have access to equitable educational opportunities (Holcomb-McCoy, 2004).
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Understanding the involvement and enacting of explicit and implicit biases in gatekeeping,
counselor educators can incorporate academic content and practical training in order for preservice school counselors to be acknowledge and be critical about their own biases and
privileges. Counselor educators can guide students to engage in self-reflection of their biases and
its impacts on their work with diverse students as gatekeepers, and also practice broaching to be
able to confront their own and their future colleagues’ potential explicit and implicit biases
(Bemak & Chung, 2005, 2008; Day-Vines et al., 2007). Counselor educators can also integrate
critical race theory-based curricular strategies to inform curricula that challenges pre-service
school counselors to think about power differentials of and other discriminatory issues related to
gatekeeping in their work with underrepresented students (N. H. Haskins & Singh, 2015).
Further, teaching students about “nice counselor syndrome” and engaging in critical discussions
and reflections about transforming their roles from gatekeepers to social justice-focused
advocates can help to inform pre-service school counselors’ understandings and impacts of
gatekeeping in their field work and future professional school counseling experiences.
Limitations of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine U.S. high school
counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the IB DP. The
researcher aimed to gain awareness of this phenomenon of gatekeeping to understand the
experiences of school counselors within the context of the IB DP, bring awareness to the issues
of inequities produced and sustained by explicit and implicit gatekeeping practices, and promote
social change in the practice of school counseling. However, this study is not without limitations.
The sample of participants who were recruited from the five U.S. states could be a
limitation, as there are other states and school contexts that could have contributed additional
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perspectives related to the experiences of gatekeeping in IB DPs. In addition, though somewhat
representative of the general workforce of school counseling professionals in the United States,
the sample of participants included mostly women and some individuals of color. Another
limitation is that the demographics questionnaire only asked participants about their perceptions
of work with various underrepresented students in their respective school settings and did not
clarify their actual level of work with underrepresented students who are in the IB DPs. This
could have contributed to some divergent experiences between participants when comparing
those who worked with more or most underrepresented students than fewer. More than half of
the schools represented by the participants also served majority students of color, which may
provide different insights about gatekeeping compared to participants who served fewer students
of color in their schools. Further, the focus on the IB DP was intentional for the purpose of this
study; however, IB programming does not necessarily equate to the same level of rigor and
program implementation as other courses and programs.
Regardless of self-reflexive journaling, the researcher’s positionality may still present a
power differential between the researcher and participants. Moreover, although the participants
provided varied rich, thick experiences related to the phenomenon of gatekeeping, it is possible
that the researcher may not be considering alternative interpretations that are possible from the
results due to the ambiguity of the meaning and use of the term. Generalizability is not the intent
of qualitative research, but rather, transferability or application to other settings (Hays & Singh,
2012). However, it is still important to note that the exploratory nature of this qualitative study
was not intended for the purpose of generalization of the findings for all school counselors who
serve underrepresented students in IB DPs.
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Recommendations for Future Research
To date, this is the first study that explores the phenomenon of gatekeeping among school
counselors who work with underrepresented students in IB DPs. Considering the exploratory
nature of this study, the findings of this study warrant continued research in further
understanding gatekeeping in the profession of school counseling. A recommended future study
is to conduct a grounded theory study about the factors that contribute to gatekeeping in school
counseling. By doing so, we can continue to gain in-depth understanding of the phenomenon of
gatekeeping that explicitly and implicitly affects issues of access as experienced by
underrepresented students. The results of a grounded theory study may contribute to a later
quantitative study in developing a self-reflection instrument for school counselors to self-assess
their own biases as well as acknowledge explicit and implicit factors of gatekeeping that they as
individuals contribute as well as factors that institutions and systems sustain.
This study can also be replicated qualitatively and quantitatively with school counselors
who work in schools that offer other forms of rigorous academic courses and programs.
Qualitatively, continued use of focus groups with school counselors who work in various
academic settings and across various grade levels can provide broad insights to inform
understandings and applications of gatekeeping unique to different contexts. Quantitatively,
having access to a larger and nationally representative sample of school counselors can be useful
in examining gatekeeping practices and policies in generalizable ways. Further, the use of
school-based document reviews in the study provided a glimpse into institutionalized policies
that may impede equitable student access to rigor. Further research can be conducted of
analyzing a larger sample of school-based documents, which may help to inform schools,
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educators, and advocates about the quantities and qualities of criteria used for consideration for
academic rigor and how such criteria contribute to a culture of inequities and elitism.
Based on the findings of this study, there are a number of possible future research
inquiries and directions, as previously mentioned in the discussion of research findings:
(a) Because academic planning plays a major role in gatekeeping, research is needed about
specific academic planning practices that best support underrepresented students to take
and remain in the IB DP. Such research can contribute to actionable next steps for school
counselors to increase buy-in with or convince underrepresented students and families.
(b) Further research may be needed to understand other protective factors that contribute to
underrepresented students’ specific experiences in the IB DP, as participants reported
experiences of underrepresented students whose resilience and perseverance helped them
to overcome experiences of gatekeeping and thrive.
(c) The mixed experiences of caseload organization within IB DPs warrant further research
to understand how division of labor and caseload organization among school counseling
departments best support student and family needs.
(d) Some participants reported experiencing nuances of gatekeeping, rather than a black-orwhite perspective. Continued research to explore this finding may inform gatekeeping
practices and procedures that affect school counselors and the students they support.
(e) Further study into the concept of “a school within a school” in IB DPs as well as other
rigorous academic programs would be important for informing which means of school
organization and functioning serve the needs of all students, while also calling and paying
attention to the needs and successes of underrepresented students’ access to academic
rigor.
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(f) Because of the persistent issues of access and equity issues in the field of education and
its impacts on underrepresented students, using other theoretical lenses, such as critical
theories, in future research may help to inform prejudiced, racist, classist, and overall
inequitable practices that sustain systemic barriers.
Researcher Reflection
This dissertation is the result of countless hours of exploration and inquiry as well as
guidance from advisors and mentors, even well before proposing and beginning the study. I
learned about the process of justifying, designing, and undertaking a phenomenological research
study, and as a result of the findings, I am excited to pursue new directions that I had not
previously considered upon developing this study. This study was inspired by my own personal
experiences as a first-generation college student, who was on the receiving end of gatekeeping,
as well as my professional experiences as a school counselor, who facilitated gatekeeping
practices and processes, intentionally and unintentionally. Further, when solidifying the research
topic of study, I reflected about my initial passion for researching this topic in hopes of
improving and enhancing equitable access to academic rigor for underrepresented students and
families, knowing the kinds of positive outcomes and generational impacts that rigorous
educational experiences can have.
However, there were many challenges that I experienced during the research study. I was
constantly reflecting upon my emotional connection to gatekeeping and responses to
participants’ reported experiences to avoid biasing my understanding of the results. The
hundreds of codes that resulted from the rich, thick data collected from this study was incredibly
overwhelming to sift through and understand. Yet, it was this varied rich, thick data that
supported the understanding of the phenomenon of gatekeeping.
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At the beginning, I was nervous about whether participants would buy-in to the
importance and relevance of gatekeeping, and what I learned from this experience is that school
counselors in IB DPs shared the same questions, concerns, challenges, and inquiries as me. Most
school counselors, like the participants in this study, are well-intentioned and believe in
providing opportunities to their students and families who need it most. However, as reported by
the participants, unfortunately, not all school counselors and educators share the same sense of
advocacy and belief in the capacities of our students. Although there are various personal,
professional, and systemic barriers and gatekeepers to being effective advocates, the findings of
this research study further emphasized and substantiated the need for school counselors to call
attention to and combat the inequities experienced by our students.
Like most of the participants in this study, I previously saw gatekeeping as only negative,
and had not considered the nuances of gatekeeping. Furthermore, as a result of this study, I
gained a better understanding and have been able to better articulate that gatekeeping is a
pervasive experience for school counselors across contexts, regardless of whether we choose to
reject or deny the gatekeeping identity. I realize that gatekeeping is not something that will
automatically disappear through words and actions, but rather, gatekeeping is a phenomenon to
be acknowledged and further explored so that we can challenge the existence of privilege,
elitism, and prejudice that accompany and are associated with being a gatekeeper and the
practices, procedures, and policies of gatekeeping.
I am truly grateful for all of the participants who offered their valuable time and energy to
contribute to this study. Without their support, this study would not have happened and would
not have had the richness to understand gatekeeping and its impact on our underrepresented
students and families. The participants were authentic and honest, and their sharing of
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experiences only further strengthened the findings of this study. At the end of some individual
interviews and focus groups, especially when I felt nervous about how the participants might
have been feeling about the content and process of the interview, a number of participants shared
their excitement and enthusiasm about the study. For some, they reported feeling grateful for the
opportunity to self-reflect, take a step back and recognize their feelings involved in their
everyday work, and reflect more about the phenomenon of gatekeeping that they had not
considered in such depth before.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine U.S. high school
counselors’ lived experiences of gatekeeping with underrepresented students in the IB DP. There
were several findings that were supported by existing literature as well as new findings that
contributed to the literature. The three themes provided a greater understanding of the
phenomenon of gatekeeping within the context of IB DPs in school counselors’ daily work and
interactions with underrepresented students and families as well as related stakeholders. Further,
using social constructivism as a theoretical lens allowed me to empower school counselors to
articulate, define, and describe their experiences related to the phenomenon of gatekeeping,
which made them central to achieving an in-depth understanding of gatekeeping. I highlighted a
number of implications as a result of this study for theory building, school counseling practice,
and systemic change, while also acknowledging several limitations of this study to be considered
for the future. Future research inquiries and directions were also included as next steps to explore
the phenomenon of gatekeeping in qualitative and qualitative methods to better serve the needs
of underrepresented students and professional development needs of school counseling
practitioners. Further, due to the phenomenological nature of this study, a reflection of the
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researcher and the experiences before, throughout, and after the research process were necessary
to acknowledge, consistent with the self-reflexive process of transcendental phenomenology.
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Appendix A: Semi-Structured Individual Interview Protocol for Pilot Study
1. When you think about your experiences as a school counselor in the context of the IB
Diploma program, what experiences or situations come to mind?
a. Possible follow-up questions:
i.
Please describe a situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of?
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
ii.
Please describe another situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of?
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
2. Describe your experiences as a school counselor working with underrepresented students
(specifically racial/ethnic minorities, low-income, and first-generation college students)
in the IB Diploma Program.
a. Possible follow-up questions:
i.
Did this experience affect your understanding and experience of being a
school counselor in an IB Diploma Program with underrepresented
students?
1. How did this experience impact you?
2. What did you take away from this experience?
ii.
Please describe a situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of?
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
iii. Please describe another situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of?
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
3. Some people have described the role of the school counselor in many ways, and some say
that school counselors may serve as gatekeepers.
a. How would you define the word gatekeeper or gatekeeping?
b. How did you come to understand the term, gatekeeping or gatekeeper?
c. What are other related terms, analogies, or metaphors connected to gatekeeping
that you’re familiar with?
4. When you think about your experiences as a school counselor in an IB Diploma Program,
what experiences or thoughts comes to your mind in relation to the term gatekeeper (or
gatekeeping)?
a. Describe some things you do that may have a gatekeeping function.
i.
If mentioned key words related to gatekeeping, probe about: recruiting,
selecting, decision-making, advising, retaining, etc.
b. Possible follow-up questions:
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i.

ii.

Please describe a situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of? (i.e., feelings)
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
Please describe another situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of?
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.

5. Continuing our discussion about the term gatekeeper/gatekeeping, when you think about
your experiences or role as a school counselor who works with underrepresented students
in the IB Diploma Program, what stands out in your mind?
a. Did these experiences influence your relationship with your students who are
racial/ethnic minorities, low-income, and/or first-generation college students?
b. Did your experiences impact you? What did you take away from this experience?
c. Possible follow-up questions:
i.
Please describe a situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of? (i.e., feelings)
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
ii.
Please describe another situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of?
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
6. What, if anything, influences your process as a gatekeeper when working with students in
the IB Diploma Program?
a. As you work with the students indicated in the demographics questionnaire, tell
me about the students you work with and how you may utilize gatekeeping or
serve as a gatekeeper in that process.
b. Possible follow-up questions:
i.
Please describe a situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of? (i.e., feelings)
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
ii.
Please describe another situation when you …
1. What were you aware of at that time?
2. What else were you aware of?
3. Continue to follow-up on details as they emerge.
7. Thank you for sharing the (insert title of document) from your school. Please describe the
document and how you use it as a school counselor.
a. How do you use this document in the gatekeeping process?
8. Is there anything else you would like to add about gatekeeping that you haven’t already
shared?
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Appendix B: Pilot Study Evaluation Questions
1. What are your general thoughts about the experience and process of your participation in
the study?
2. What aspects of the study and interview process went well?
3. What aspects of the study and interview process did not work well, and how would you
suggest it be improved?
4. Was there anything to be added, changed, or clarified about the online demographics and
informed consent surveys?
a. Were there any topics or questions that you felt were missing?
b. Where there any topics or questions that may contribute to some lack of clarity?
5. Was there anything to be added, changed, or clarified about the interview questions?
a. Were there any topics or questions that I should address that I did not address?
6. Was there anything to be added, changed, or clarified about the document submission?
7. What are your thoughts on the incentive for participation ($20 for individual interview
and $30 for focus group interview)?
8. What feedback do you have for me in regard to my presence and participation as the
researcher?
9. Any other feedback?
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Appendix C: Recruitment Email
SUBJECT: Seeking School Counselors for Research Study about IB Diploma Programs
My name is Nancy Chae, and I am a doctoral candidate at the College of William and Mary. I
am conducting a dissertation research study regarding U.S. high school counselors’ experiences
with underrepresented students in International Baccalaureate Diploma Programs. Because
advocacy is a central tenet of the school counseling profession, school counselors are uniquely
positioned to support issues of access and equity for underrepresented students in academic rigor.
To complete this study, I am seeking to conduct individual interviews or focus groups with
practicing high school counselors, as well as request a copy of an available school-based
document or website about your school’s IB Diploma Program. Your participation in this study
is important and will help contribute to the research on school counselors’ work with
underrepresented students in the IB Diploma Program.
You are eligible to participate if you:
• Are at least 18 years of age
• Are employed as a professional school counselor in a public high school in the United
States
• Have at least two years of professional school counseling experience
• Are employed in an authorized International Baccalaureate (IB) World School with a
Diploma Program (DP)
• Have experience working with underrepresented student populations in the IB Diploma
Program, specifically students who identify as racial/ethnic minorities, are from lowincome families, and are considered first-generation college students.
For this study, I am seeking your individual responses to a brief demographics survey (see link
below), which may take about 5-10 minutes. If you are eligible for the study, I will contact you
to schedule a time for you to participate in one of two ways: an individual interview or focus
group. The individual interview may take approximately 60 minutes, or the focus group may take
approximately 60-90 minutes.
To thank you for your participation, participants will receive a $30 Amazon electronic gift card
for participating in an individual interview and submitting a document/website, or participants
will receive a $40 Amazon electronic gift card for participating in the focus group and
submitting a document/website.
If you wish to participate, please click the link below to access the demographics survey (or copy
and paste the link into your internet browser). Once at the survey site, there is a brief explanation
of the study and a link to begin the demographics questionnaire at the bottom of the page.
Survey Link: [Survey Link Here]
Your participation in this survey is voluntary and all of your responses will be anonymous. No
personally identifiable information will be associated with your responses in any reposts of this
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data. Should you have any questions or comments, please feel free to contact me at
nmchae@email.wm.edu or XXX-XXX-XXXX.
Thank you for taking the time to consider this study. I hope you decide to participate in the study
and find it to be an enjoyable experience.
Kind regards,
Nancy Chae, MS, LCPC, NCC, NCSC
Doctoral Candidate in Counselor Education & Supervision
William & Mary, School of Education
nmchae@email.wm.edu
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Appendix D: Informed Consent
Dear Potential Participant,
I am conducting a research study for my dissertation on U.S. high school counselors’ experiences
of their work with underrepresented students in International Baccalaureate Diploma Programs.
One of the benefits of this study will be to inform school counseling professionals and educators
to develop strategies to increase access and equity to rigorous academic programs.
You are eligible to participate if you:
• Are at least 18 years of age
• Are employed as a professional school counselor in a public high school in the United States
• Have at least two years of professional school counseling experience
• Are employed in an authorized International Baccalaureate (IB) World School with a
Diploma Program (DP)
• Have experience working with underrepresented student populations in the IB Diploma
Program, specifically students who identify as racial/ethnic minorities, are from low-income
families, and are considered first-generation college students.
Duration of Participation: The study is qualitative and includes a brief survey of information
and a recorded individual interview or focus group interview. The initial part of this study
includes the completion of two forms, the demographics and informed consent forms, each of
which may take less than 5-10 minutes to complete. You will have the option to participate in
one of two ways: (1) an individual interview, which may take approximately 45-60 minutes; or
(2) a focus group interview, which may take approximately 60-90 minutes. In addition, you will
also be asked to submit a publicly available school-based document or website about considering
students for the IB Diploma Program. After this has been completed, the researcher will arrange
a convenient time with you to participate in the study.
Procedures: As a participant in this study, you will complete a demographics form created by
the researcher (i.e., this current survey). Once this initial survey is submitted, the researcher will
review submitted information to determine eligibility. Individuals meeting the criteria will be
contacted via email to schedule a time for either an individual interview or focus group
interview, and will be asked to complete the informed consent form and submit the
document/website prior to participation. All interviews will be audio and/or video recorded, and
transcribed for data analysis procedures. Shortly after the individual or focus group interviews,
the researcher will send a copy of the transcribed interview to the participant for their review and
confirmation.
Confidentiality: Your participation is confidential. You will have the option to select a
pseudonym, and your responses will be recorded using this assumed name. The researcher will
make every effort to keep your personal information confidential and conceal your identity in the
study’s results through the use of a pseudonym. Thus, your responses will not be associated with
your name or email. The results of this research study may be published, but your name or any
identifying information will not be used. The published results will be presented in summary

229

form only. The recordings will be deleted after transcription and coding are complete. The
recordings will be stored on a password-protected folder and computer.
Voluntary Participation: Your participation in the research is voluntary. You may choose not
to answer any or all questions, and you may stop at any time. There is no penalty for not taking
part in this research study.
Incentive for Participation: Participants that (a) complete the demographics and informed
consent forms, (b) partake in either the individual interview or focus group, and (c) submit a
school-based document/website will be offered an incentive. Participants who participate in the
individual interview and document/website submission will be offered a $30 Amazon electronic
gift card, and participants who participate in the focus group and document/website submission
will be offered a $40 Amazon electronic gift card. Additionally, you may take satisfaction in
contributing to the growing body of literature on school counseling services and the needs of
underrepresented students in IB DP schools.
Discomforts and Risks: There are no anticipated risks associated with this study. You will be
simply asked to respond to some survey items about your work with underrepresented students in
IB DP schools along with participating in an interview or focus group about these experiences.
If you have any questions regarding this study, you can contact me, Nancy Chae, by email
(nmchae@email.wm.edu) or phone (804-829-3559).
This project was found to comply with appropriate ethical standards and was exempted from the
need for formal review by the College of William and Mary protection of human subjects
committee (phone 757-221-3966) on 2019-08-28 and expires on 2020-08-28.
You may report dissatisfaction with any aspect of this study to Dr. Thomas Ward, the Chair of
the Protection of Human Subjects Committee by telephone (757-221-2358) or email
(tjward@wm.edu).
If you wish to participate, please click to the next page to access the demographics questionnaire.
If you are selected for this study, you will be contacted to schedule a time to participate.
Completion of the demographics questionnaire does not guarantee selection for the study nor
receipt of the participation incentive.
Your participation in this survey is voluntary and all of your responses will be anonymous.
No personally identifiable information will be associated with your responses in any reposts of
this data.
Select the appropriate response below, and then click the arrow at the bottom of the page to
access the Next Page.
Thank you for taking the time to consider this study. I hope you decide to participate in the study
and find it to be an enjoyable experience.
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Appendix E: Demographic Questionnaire
Q26 Do you agree to participate in this study?

o Yes (This response will direct you to start the demographics form) (1)
o No (This response will close out the study and remove you from additional contacts) (2)
Q3 First Name
________________________________________________________________

Q4 Last Name
________________________________________________________________

Q5 Pseudonym Selection (Please select any pseudonym of choice. The selected pseudonym will
be used only during the recorded interview to protect participant identity.)
________________________________________________________________

Q32 Preferred E-mail Address
________________________________________________________________

Q33 Preferred Phone Number
________________________________________________________________

Q6 Age
________________________________________________________________
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Q7 Race/Ethnicity

o American Indian or Alaska Native (1)
o Asian (2)
o Black or African American (3)
o Hispanic or Latino (4)
o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (5)
o White (6)
o Biracial or Mixed Race (7)
o Prefer to self-describe (please specify) (8)
________________________________________________

o Prefer not to disclose (9)
Q8 Gender

o Female (1)
o Male (2)
o Transgender/Gender Nonconforming (3)
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o Prefer to self-describe (please specify) (4)
________________________________________________

o Prefer not to disclose (5)
Q9 In which U.S. state do you currently practice and are licensed/certified as a school counselor?
▼ Alabama (1) ... Wyoming (51)

Q10 Title of Current Position
________________________________________________________________

Q12 Professional Training

o Master's degree (M.A., M.Ed., M.S.) (1)
o Education Specialist degree (Ed.S.) (2)
o Doctoral degree (Ed.D., Ph.D.) (3)
Q11 Approximate caseload size, or number of students per school counselor (e.g., 250:1)
________________________________________________________________

Q28 How are students assigned to you as their school counselor? (e.g., grade level, last names,
program, etc.)
________________________________________________________________

Q13 Total number of years of experience as a school counselor
________________________________________________________________

Q29 Total number of years of experience as a school counselor in any IB Diploma Program
school
________________________________________________________________
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Q14 Total number of years of experience as a school counselor in your current IB Diploma
Program school
________________________________________________________________

Q15 School Location

o Rural (1)
o Suburban (2)
o Urban (3)
o Other (please specify) (4) ________________________________________________
Q27 School Type

o Public (1)
o Private (2)
o Other (3) ________________________________________________
Q16 Year of Diploma Program (DP) Authorization by the International Baccalaureate
Organization (IBO)
________________________________________________________________

Q18 Approximate total number of enrolled students in grades 11 and 12 in your school
________________________________________________________________

Q17 Approximate total number of students in the IB Diploma Program in your school
________________________________________________________________
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Q19 What is your level of involvement in the IB Diploma Program in your school?

o Never involved (1)
o Almost never involved (2)
o Sometimes involved (3)
o Fairly often involved (4)
o Very often involved (5)
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Q20 What is your level of work with students in your school who identify as...
Never (1)
American
Indian or
Alaska Native
(7)

Almost never
(2)

Sometimes (3)

Fairly often (4)

Very often (5)

o

o

o

o

o

Biracial or
Mixed Race (4)

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

Black or
African
American (2)

o

o

o

o

o

Hispanic or
Latino (3)

o

o

o

o

o

Native
Hawaiian or
Other Pacific
Islander (8)

o

o

o

o

o

White (5)

o

o

o

o

o

Asian (1)

Q21 What is your level of work with students by socioeconomic status (SES) in your school?
Never (1)
Low-SES (1)
Moderate-SES
(2)
High-SES (3)

o
o
o

Almost never
(2)

Sometimes (3)

o
o
o

o
o
o

Fairly often (4)

o
o
o

Very often (5)

o
o
o

Q22 What is your level of work with students who would be considered first-generation college
students (i.e., students who are first in the families to attend college) and continuing-generation
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students (i.e., students with at least one parent with some postsecondary education experience) in
your school?
Never (1)

Almost never
(2)

Sometimes (3)

Fairly often (4)

Very often (5)

Firstgeneration
college
students (1)

o

o

o

o

o

Continuinggeneration
college
students (2)

o

o

o

o

o

Q23 Select your preference(s) for participating in the study. (You may select one or both.)

▢

Individual interview & Document submission (1)

▢

Focus group interview & Document submission (2)

Q30 Additional questions or comments?
________________________________________________________________
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Appendix F: Semi-Structured Individual Interview Protocol
1. Please describe your experiences as a school counselor in an IB Diploma Program.
2. Please describe your experiences as a school counselor working with underrepresented
students (specifically racial/ethnic minorities, low-income, and first-generation college
students) in an IB Diploma Program.
a. Did this experience affect your understanding of your role as a school counselor
in an IB Diploma Program with underrepresented students?
3. Some people have described the role of the school counselor in many ways, and some say
that school counselors may serve as gatekeepers.
a. How would you define the word gatekeeper or gatekeeping?
b. Whether as a school counselor or in your personal life, how did you come to
understand the term, gatekeeping or gatekeeper?
c. Would you identify yourself as a gatekeeper? Would you characterize school
counselors as gatekeepers?
4. When you think about your role as a school counselor in an IB Diploma Program, what
experiences or interactions come to your mind in relation to the term gatekeeper (or
gatekeeping)?
a. Describe some things you or other school counselors do that may have a
gatekeeping function.
5. When you think about your role as a school counselor who works with underrepresented
students in the IB Diploma Program, what experiences or interactions come to your mind
in relation to the term gatekeeper (or gatekeeping)?
a. Did these experiences influence your relationships with your students who are
racial/ethnic minorities, low-income, and/or first-generation college students?
b. Did your experiences impact you? What did you take away from this experience?
6. Tell me about some factors that may influence or contribute to the school counselors’ role
as a gatekeeper in the IB Diploma Program, specifically in working with
underrepresented students.
7. Thank you for sharing the (insert title of document) from your school. Please describe the
document.
a. How do you use this document as a school counselor?
b. How might this document be used in the gatekeeping process?
c. If participant has not already shared this, then ask:
i. How are students recruited into the IB Diploma Program?
ii. How do they remain in the IB Diploma Program?
8. Is there anything else you would like to add about gatekeeping that you haven’t already
shared?
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Appendix G: Informed Consent and Next Steps for Individual Interview
Q2 Do you agree to participate in this study?

o Yes (This response will direct you to start the study) (1)
o No (This response will close out the study and remove you from additional contacts) (2)
Q4 First Name
________________________________________________________________

Q5 Last Name
________________________________________________________________

Q12 Selected Pseudonym
________________________________________________________________

Q8 Preferred Phone Number to Conduct Individual Phone Interview
________________________________________________________________

Q7 There are two options to include your submission of a publicly available school-based
document regarding the criteria for consideration in your school's IB Diploma Program (e.g.,
student handbook, school website link, district guidelines, etc.).
Option 1: You may include a website link in the empty field below.
Option 2: You may directly e-mail a copy of the document from your computer to me at
nmchae@email.wm.edu.

o Option 1: I have included the website link here: (4)
________________________________________________

o Option 2: I will email you a copy of the document. (5)
o I have no document to share at this time. Please share reason, if possible: (7)
________________________________________________
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Q9 To thank you for your time, I am happy to offer a $30 Amazon e-gift card for your time. Are
you willing to accept this incentive?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
Q3 Please provide the e-mail address in which you prefer to receive your incentive for
participation.
________________________________________________________________
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Appendix H: Informed Consent and Next Steps for Participation in Focus Group
Q2 Do you agree to participate in this study?

o Yes (This response will direct you to start the study) (1)
o No (This response will close out the study and remove you from additional contacts) (2)
Q4 First Name
________________________________________________________________

Q5 Last Name
________________________________________________________________

Q8 Preferred Email Address to conduct focus group interview
Note: To participate in the focus group, you will be sent instructions and a link to connect to
Zoom, a video conferencing platform. For the focus groups, please be sure to utilize either a
desktop or laptop computer with an active camera and microphone or you may also utilize your
smartphone via the Zoom app.
________________________________________________________________

Q7 There are two options to include your submission of a publicly available school-based
document regarding the criteria for consideration in your school's IB Diploma Program (e.g.,
student handbook, school website link, district guidelines, etc.).
Option 1: You may include a website link in the empty field below.
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Option 2: You may directly e-mail a copy of the document from your computer to me at
nmchae@email.wm.edu.

o Option 1: I have included the website link here: (4)
________________________________________________

o Option 2: I will email you a copy of the document. (5)
o I have no document to share at this time. Please share reason, if possible: (6)
________________________________________________

Q9 To thank you for your time, I am happy to offer a $40 Amazon e-gift card for your time. Are
you willing to accept this incentive?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
Q3 Please provide the e-mail address in which you prefer to receive your incentive for
participation.
________________________________________________________________
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Appendix I: Semi-Structured Focus Group Interview Protocol
Purpose of the Study and Focus Group:
• Understand the experiences of school counselors who work with underrepresented
student populations in IB Diploma Programs
• Purpose of the focus group to have a meeting of the minds of school counselors who
share a similar professional identity (in terms of being a school counselor who works in
an IB DP school and interacts with students in the IB DP), yet bring together different
opinions, ideas, thoughts, and insights about their experiences based on their professional
contexts and personal experiences.
Expectations of the Focus Group
• Approximately 90 minutes
• I’ll ask about 6 questions total
Roles of Members and Facilitator:
• Members:
o I will ask for your responses to some questions. You are welcome to participate at
any time, whether in response to the question or in response to other participants.
o Interact with one another
o Ask questions to each other and respond, if comfortable
o Provide examples of experiences that come to mind (e.g., a time you worked with
a student, parent, teacher, or other individual that exemplifies that experience)
• Facilitator:
o I am here to ask a few questions and primarily listen to your insights
o I may ask you to share some specific examples of experiences
o Do my best to keep my eye on the time to be respectful of your time
Group Norms:
• Only one person speaking at a time
• No side conversations
• No right or wrong answers
• Confidentiality – names show here, but pseudonyms will be used in actual data analysis.
All other identifying information will be redacted.
1. Please describe your experiences as a school counselor working with underrepresented
students (specifically racial/ethnic minorities, low-income, and first-generation college
students) in an IB Diploma Program.
a. Did this experience affect your understanding of your role as a school counselor
in an IB Diploma Program with underrepresented students?
i. How did this experience impact you?
ii. What did you take away from this experience?
2. Some people have described the role of the school counselor in many ways, and some say
that school counselors may serve as gatekeepers.
a. How would you define the word gatekeeper or gatekeeping?
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b. Whether as a school counselor or in your personal life, how did you come to
understand the term, gatekeeping or gatekeeper?
c. Would you identify yourself as a gatekeeper? Would you characterize school
counselors as gatekeepers?
3. When you think about your role as a school counselor who works with underrepresented
students in the IB Diploma Program, what experiences or interactions come to your mind
in relation to the term gatekeeper (or gatekeeping)?
a. Did these experiences influence your relationships with your students who are
racial/ethnic minorities, low-income, and/or first-generation college students?
b. Did your experiences impact you? What did you take away from this experience?
4. Tell me about some factors that may influence or contribute to the school counselors’ role
as a gatekeeper in the IB Diploma Program, specifically in working with
underrepresented students.
5. I have completed individual interviews and here are some common things that I am
hearing from participants (list here). What thoughts come up for you? What additional
insights might you add here? Is there anything that you agree or disagree with?
6. Is there anything else you would like to add about gatekeeping that you haven’t already
shared?
Next Steps
• I will have this focus group transcribed.
• I will share a copy of the transcription with you via e-mail, and you are welcome to add
to it in case you remembered something. Or, if you feel that there is some personally
identifying information, you are welcome to redact it.
• If I do not hear from you within a week, I’ll assume it’s ok to use and move forward.
• I will send your $40 Amazon e-gift card to you to your preferred email
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Appendix J: Summative Content Analysis of Document Reviews Regarding Criteria for
Consideration for IB DPs in High Schools
Criteria for Consideration for IB DPs Included in Document Reviews

Count Data

Minimum GPA requirements

7

Standardized test scores

5

Submission of application or interest form

5

Preferred/Recommended student traits and dispositions (e.g., commitment to
work hard, self-motivation, willingness to seek help, academic integrity)

5

Open enrollment policy (however, three documents noted required application
submission for the purpose of understanding student intent, and two
documents did not specify an application submission requirement)

5

Preferred course taking history (advanced or honors courses)

4

Strong attendance history

4

Formal Meeting or Interview Required with school counselor, IB coordinator,
student, and/or parent/guardian

4

Teacher recommendation forms (typically from core subject areas, including
English, Math, and Science)

4

Composite scoring (i.e., total scoring based on various components of application
submission)

3

School counselor recommendation forms

3

Parent/Guardian permission and statement of commitment to IB program
requirements

3

Student essays to explain reasons for pursuing IB DP (lowest maximum word
count of 100; highest maximum word count of 750)

3

GPA maintenance to remain in the IB DP program

3

Interventions and strategies as needed (e.g., supports for students with
disabilities, ESOL, gifted)

3

Open house/Information session attendance (two documents noted as optional,
and one document noted as required)

3

No criteria for consideration and entry to IB

3

Prerequisite course requirements (e.g., Algebra I, foreign language)

2

Zoning (i.e., local distance to school)

2

Student statement of commitment to IB program requirements

2

Student behavior

2
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Involvement in extracurricular activities

2

Submission of personal interview video

1

Remediation of required courses, as needed (e.g., Algebra I summer school
course)

1

Appeals process, as needed

1

Entrance test

1

Fees for student registration in IB, plus fees per IB exam

1
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